

DELHI UNIVERSITY LIBRARY 


Cl. No, K 3^ ^ 

Ac. No. C '‘’Z ? 


1 J < 



This book should be returned on or before the date last stamped beiow- 
An overdue charge of 3 Paise will be collected for each day the 
book is kept overtime. 




Evolution and the 
Founders of Pragmatism 


BY 


PHILIPP. WIENER 


WITH A FOaiSWOnD 

BY JOHN DEWEY 


HARVABD UNIVERSITY PRESS • CAMBRIDGE 

1 

9 

1 

9 


COPYEIGHT • 1949 

BY THE PRESIDENT AND FELLOWS OF HARVARD COLLEGE 
PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 


LONDON • GEOFFREY CUMBEBLEQE 


OXFORD UNTVEHSITY PRESS 



TO 

ARTHUR O. LOVEJOY 

America’s Leading Historian of Ideas 
and Critic of Pragmatism 



“The candle that is set up in us 

shines bright enough for all our purposes.” 

JOHN LOCKE 



Preface 


This study is based on a series of investigations into the gene- 
sis of a brood of philosophieal doctrines loosely labeled “American 
pragmatism.” Those who judge the merits of pragmatism should 
be clear which of its varieties they are criticizing, who held the 
complex ideas being judged and in what context. This historical 
study aims to shed light on the matrix of ideas about evolution 
from which diverse meanings of "pragmatism emerged in the 
thinking of a brilliant group of philosophical hberals who met 
around Harvard in the 1860’s and early 1870’s. 

Charles Darwin is reported to have observed that there were 
enough brilliant minds at tlie American Cambridge in the 1860’s 
to furnish all the universities of England. The Harvard group con- 
sidered in this book as the founders of the many-sided doctrine 
of pragmatism are reported by one of tlrem to have met infoimally 
about 1870 in a Metaphysical Club. There is no doubt tliat they 
were greatly impressed with tire far-reaching implications of tire 
Darwirrian controversy. The writings of the members of this dis- 
tinguished group — Clrauncey Wright, Charles S. Peirce, William 
James, Johir Fiske, Nicholas St. John Green, and Oliver Wendell 
Holmes, Jr. — clearly reflect in tlreir dilferent fields tire whirlpool 
effects of evolutionism and its diverse interpretations. They elab- 
orated, in tlreir own distinctive manner, the philosophical signifi- 
cance of evolutiorr for tire studies in which they later severally 
distinguished themselves. The resultiirg pragmatisms were as di- 
verse as their personal interests and attainments, but they shared 
a coimnorr faith in man’s fallible intelligence to meet coopera- 
tively the many temporal contingencies on which his cultural sur- 
vival depends. Tlrere is scarcely any basic problem in the natural 
and social sciences to which this group did not make some inrpor- 
tairt contribution to our thinking. The pragmatic legacy inherited 
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by twentieth-century American thought does not provide a neat, 
finished system, legislating for intellectual or moral questions, but 
it does provide a philosophical bulwark in the defense of freedom 
of inquiry and experimental ways of thinking. 

Phihp P. Wiener 
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Foreword 


There is an old English saying that good wine needs no bush. 
Dr. Wiener has provided for all who are interested in the develop- 
ment of the intellectual life of North America a generous supply 
of cultural wine, a wine with body and flavor. Being asked to 
write a brief Foreword, I gladly complied; not because the chap- 
ter's forming the text are in need of any praise or recommenda- 
tions, but because it is an honor to have even a remote connection 
with an autlroritative study of the origin and early development 
of the intellectual and moral ferment generated in this country 
by the new scientific developments of the middle of the nine- 
teenth century. For the work is more, vei'y much more, than a 
study of the initiation of a particular philosophical Ism, and is 
also vei'y much more than a well-documented and thoroughly 
infoi'med presentation of material that completely annihilates the 
misstatements about the aim and tenor of the founders of the 
pragmatic movement that have flourished. Argument to refute 
the misrepresentations that were widely current a generation ago 
( and that are still put forth from some quarters ) is not engaged 
in; Dr. Wiener’s thorough famihailty with the facts, and his ex- 
traordinarily well-documented and penetrating recital of them, 
leave the misconceptions in the void of ignorance — ^not to say 
willful stupidity — in which they originated. 

A British critic of the later period of tire movement stated 
that pragmatism was an expr-ession and organized reflection of 
American commercialism. Although years earlier he was not 
obsessed with anti-American prejudice, he had come within 
speaking distance of the movement by saying it was based on the 
inductive phase of modern science. But anyone who reads the 
first chapter of Philip Wiener’s book will see how superficial is 
even tliat approach to understanding. In the last few years the 
work of Peirce has been receiving an attention long overdue. 
But if there is any account of the context wliich provided the soil. 
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light, and atmosphere of his vital contribution that begins to com- 
pare with that of Dr. \/iener, it has missed my notice. One real- 
izes the ineptitude of the method of pigeonholing classification 
of philosophical writings when one compares it with the metliod 
of placing them in the setting of a new and vital movement in 
culture which extends far beyond the confines of technical philoso- 
phy. This latter contribution Dr. Wiener makes; he has not merely 
contributed to the understanding of a significant distinctively 
American philosophical movement, but he has also provided 
a formation and exemplification of an enlightened and liberal 
method for dealing with the philosophical activity of any histori- 
cal period. 

His treatment of the “Foimdations of Pragmatism” in terms 
of a deep, moving cultural current, takes us to a time when 
America was still a sjnnbol of die dawn of a better day and was 
full of hope infused with courage. It will be a happy day for 
American philosophy if, after a period of loss of nerve, this stirring 
account of the initial period of a movement (not an Ism) recalls 
the wandering thoughts of American teachers of philosophy to 
the creative movement to which they belong as Americans, what- 
ever school they belong to professionally. 

John Dewey 



EVOLUTION AND THE FOUNDERS 
OF PRAGMATISM 




CHAPTER ONE 


The Background of Science 
and Natural Theology 

1. SCIENTIFIG IDEAS OF THE MID-NINETEENTH CENTURY 

Philosophy, Berhand Russell finds in his History of Western 
Philosophy, has been, and still is, something intermediate be- 
tween theology and science. During the third quarter of the nine- 
teenth century American philosophical theology was profoundly 
stirred by the scientific feiment and technological progress of the 
times. Though natural theology now belongs in the museum of 
fossilized ideas, it was at that time very much alive in the minds 
of scientists and educational authorities, reared on theology but 
anxious to adjust their ideas to new scientific discoveries. Dar- 
winism and pragmatism were able to combat their conservative 
theological adversaries only because of the powerful impetus of 
scientific advances in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
While religious sects continued to war on one another, while eco- 
nomic strife grew more and more intense between labor and capi- 
tal, farmers and manufacturers, rural and urban interests, West 
and East, North and South, any philosophical student not en- 
grossed in tliese battles could look with relief and hope, as the 
founders of pragmatism did, to the steady and brilliant discoveries 
by scientific men of different religious, political, national, and 
racial origins. The infinite perspective of science was displacing 
the transcendental brooding of theology, but not without a clash 
of ideas. Let us dwell briefly on some of the scientific and the- 
ological ideas in the intellectual atmosphere breathed by the 
founders of pragmatism. 

They knew, for example, of the remarkable discovery of the 
planet Neptune in 1846, resulting from the mathematical calcula- 
tions of the Frenchman Ulpian J. J. Levemer and the Englishman 
John Couch Adams, confirmed by the telescopic observations of 



2 


The Background 

a German astronomer, Galle. Peiice and Wright were practicing 
astronomers in their twenties, and were surely impressed by the 
new jewels worn by tlie disinterested queen of the sciences. They 
were philosophical physicists in a glorious era of physical dis- 
coveries. In 1849 and 1850, Fizeau and Foucault measured the 
velocity of light in air, and also showed, against Newton’s au- 
thority, that its speed diminished m denser media. Joule had in 
1847 c.xperimentally determined the mechanical equivalent of 
heat, whose piopcrLies had long eluded precise formulation, though 
much had been discovered of its gross properties by earlier ex- 
perimenters like Black (1728-1799), Rumlord (1753-1814), and 
Sadi Carnot (in his sole work, Reflexions sur la puissance motrice 
du feu, 1824). Tire greatest physical generalizations of the mid- 
nineteenth century were the kinetic theory of gases and the laws 
of thennodynamics ( consciwation of energy and law of enbopy ) . 
Tire kinetic theory of gases contains the very significant idea of a 
statistical mode of accounting for the molecular laws of diffusion 
and viscosity, and for unifying the laws of Boyle, Charles, and 
Avogadro. This was done tlrrough statistical calculations of the 
average or probable net behavior of large numbers of individual 
particles. There had been an earher use made of statistics in the 
seventeenth-century studies of mortality tables and insurance rates 
(John Graunt, Sir William Petty, Jan De Witt); Leibnitz, Pascal, 
Laplace, Demoivre, the Bemouillis, and otl;ier mathematicians 
had worked out tire mles for calculating probabihties; Cournot, 
Quetelet, and Buckle applied the statistical method to social ques- 
tions. Though Leibnitz and Hume had shown the philosophical 
importance of probability in empirical matters, it was not until 
Boole, De Morgan, and Peirce mathematically overhauled tradi- 
tional formal logic that the logic of probability was put on a 
more scientifically useful basis. 

Now what has all this history of physics and of the logic of 
chance in physical and social science to do with evolution and 
pragmatism? A rather full answer (albeit in metaphysical shape) 
is furnished us by one of the founders of pragmatism, Charles 
Peirce, Irimself a physicist, logician, and historian of science: 

Natural selection, as conceived by Darwin, is a mode of evolution in 
which the only positive agent of change in the whole passage from moner 
to man is fortuitous variation. To secure advance in a definite direction 
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chance has to be seconded by some action that shall hinder the propagation 
of some varieties or stimulate that of others. In natural selection, strictly so 
called, it is the crowding out of the weak. In sexual selection, it is the attrac- 
tion of beauty. 

The Origin of Species was published toward the end of the year 1859. 
The preceding years since 1846 had been one of the most productive sea- 
sons — or if extended so as to cover the great book we are considering, the 
most productive period of ecjual length in the entire history of science from 
its beginnings until now. The idea that chance begets order, which is one 
of the corner-stones of modern physics . . . was at that lime put in its 
clearest light. Quctclet had opened the di.scus.sion by his Letters on the Ap- 
plication of Probahiliiias to the Moral and Political Sciences, a work which 
deeply impressed the best minds of that day, and to which Sir John Ilerschel 
had clrawn attention in Great Biitaiii. In 1857, the first volume of Buckle’s 
History of Civilization had created a tremendous sensation, owing to tire 
use he made of the same idea. Meantime, the ‘‘statistical method” had, 
under that very name, been applied with brilliant success to molecular 
physics. Dr. John Herapath, an English chemist, had in 1847 outlined the 
kinetical theory of gases in his Mathematical Physics; and the interest the 
theory excited had been refreshed in 1856 by notable memoirs by Clausius 
and Kronig. In the very summer preceding Dai'Win’s publication, Maxwell 
had read before the British Association the first and most important of his 
researches on this subject. The consequence was that the idea that fortui- 
tous events may result in a physical law, and further that this is the way in 
which tliose laws which appear to conflict with the principle of the con- 
servation of energy are to be explained, had taken a strong hold upon the 
minds of all who were abreast of the leaders of thought. By such minds, 
it was inevitable that the Origin of Species, whose teaching was simply the 
application of the same principle to the explanation of another ‘‘non-con- 
servative’’ action, that of organic development, should be hailed and wel- 
comed. The sublime discovery of the conservation of energy by Helmholtz 
in 1847, and that of the mechanical theory of heat by Clausius and by 
Bankine, independently, in 1850, had decidedly overawed all those who 
might have been inclined to sneer at phy.sical science. Thereafter a belated 
poet still harping upon “science peddling with the names of things" would 
fail of his effect. Mechanism was now known to be all, or very nearly so. 
All this time, utilitarianism — ^that improved substitute, for the Go.spel — ^was 
in its fullest feather; and wa.s a natural ally of an individualistic theory 
. , . there were several elements of the Darwinian theory which were srire 
to charm the followers of Mill. Another thing: anaesthetics had been in 
use for thirteen years. Already, people’s acquaintance with suffering had 
dropped off very much; and as a consequence, that unlovely hardness, by 
which our times are so contrasted with those that immediately preceded 
them, had already set in, and inclined people to relish a ruthless theory. 
The reader would quite mistake the drift of what I am saying if he were to 
understand me as wishing to suggest that any of those things (except per- 
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haps Malthus) influenced Darwin Inmself. What I mean is that ... the 
extraordinarily favorable reception it met with was plainly owing, in large 
measure, to its ideas being those toward which tlie age was favorably dis- 
posed, t especially because of the encouragement it gave to the greed- 
philosophy.^ 

We shall defer to later pages discussion of the divergent opinions 
among the founders of pragmatism concerning the ethical impli- 
cations of Daiwin’s work. We shall find Justice Holmes recalling 
that “it was the influence of the scientific way of looking at the 
world” (Danvin, Spencer, Buckle) — was in the air”— which 
encouraged his own youthful skepticism of theological explana- 
tions, apart from his falling in with the abolitionists, “some or 
many of whom were sceptics as well as dogmatists.” * Holmes fol- 
lowed Wright rather than Peirce on the question of the meaning 
of chance and its relation to metaphysical necessity and to prac- 
tical knowledge, but tliese again are topics of later pages. Let us 
return to the scientific use made of the idea of chance just about 
when Darwin’s work appeared. We note that the greatest Ameri- 
can physicist then, Josiah Willard Gibbs, “ was soon to obtain 
Maxwell’s highest praise for his work on statistical mechanics 
and the phase-rule. Maxwell called the calculus of probabilities 
“Mathematics for practical men,” as J. T. Merz records in his His- 
iory of European Thought in the Nineteenth Centuryd Merz, 
however, fails to note that Maxwell subordinated the “practical 
man’s” statistical view to the theoretical ideal of mathematical 
dynamics. In preferring the “dynamical” to die “statistical” type 
of theory. Maxwell inherited the rationalistic ideal of the com- 
plete detennination by fixed law of tire behavior of each indi- 
vidual particle of die universe. In America, Gibbs and Peirce saw 
the far-reaching consequences of the statistical view of laws more 
clearly than the greatest of contemporary physicists abroad (ex- 
cepting Boltzmann). In path-breaking mathematical and logical 
analyses, respectively, they showed that physical laws would have 
to abandon die classical rationalistic ideal of certainty concerning 
individual behavior and seek for order in the general average be- 
havior of groups. 

In biology the statistical view of nature meant, to a careful 
investigator like Darwin, that the order of species emerges from 

* See p. IY3. 
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the net result of minute variations of individual organisms sub- 
ject to variable environmental conditions. There is an orderly se- 
lection by nature of cumulative adaptations open to observation, 
though each individual variation, preserved or eliminated by the 
environment, may not be initially accounted for or predicted. 
Such was the tremendously sweeping character of the idea of 
chance variations, appearing in Quetelet’s and Buclde’s socio- 
logical statistics,^’ invading exact physical science, and supporting 
the revolutionary hypothesis of Darwin concerning the origin of 
species. 

No wonder, then, that all tire founders of pragmatism in one 
way or another were aflected by the idea of the contingency of 
nature and the irreducible individuality of man. We shall recog- 
nize tire idea in Chauncey Wright s “cosmic weather,” in Peirce’s 
cosmological tychism, in James’s attack on the ‘Block universe” 
and in his Carlylean theory of great men in history, in Holmes’s 
“bet-abilitarianism,” and in Nicholas St. John Green’s repudiation 
of the scholastic chain of preordained causation. Of course, the 
idea of contingency became transmuted in the diverse contexts 
of the physical and human fields cultivated by the formders of 
pragmatism. But that is the pragmatic fate of all ideas, namely, 
to grow in meaning with different applications. The naturalistic 
poet Lucretius, with Iris inspired vision of the evolution of the 
world by chance combinations of invisible atoms, would have- 
been deHghted to learn what a tremendous significance the 
swerve of the atom could have in displacing the older gods, but 
he would not have understood a word of the statistical language 
of modem physical, biological, and social science. 

The liistorian of ideas has to unite the minutiae of historical 
research witli logical analyses of the structure and implications 
of ideas and of their modifications in diverse contexts. The idea 
of evolution meant different things to pre-Darwinian and post- 
Darwinian scientists and philosophers, though there are lines of 
continuity also. We find the idea of evolution in the ancient 
Greek scientific philosophers and in the poet-philosopher, Lucre- 
tius, who speculated on the emergence of the fixed seeds of life 
from the slime of matter. In Aristotle’s zoological philosophy it 
meant, among many odier things, the internal development of a 
preformed embryo toward an adult type. The types fell within a 
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fixed liierarchy of species. To use Professor Lovejoy’s apt tciins, 
the neo-Platonists bequeathed the ideas of a gradation and pleni- 
tude of fixed species to cosmology and biology. Aristotle's teleo- 
logical idea that nature does nothing in vain — a phrase which 
occurs in his FolUics — failed in the eyes of modem scientists to 
establish an objective continuity among the finks of his version 
of the scale of being. The Scholastics fused these semiscientific, 
scmispeculative ideas with tlieir own unverifiable idea of a divine 
providence. How later theologians and metaphysicians accom- 
modated their ideas of creation to then conceptions of man’s 
place m a closed, determined universe is a long story. That story 
of the persistence of the Scholastic view of special creation down 
through the nineteenth century, even after Darwin’s work ap- 
peared, helps us understand the resistance to his ideas by theo- 
logically minded and respected scientists like Edward Hitchcock, 
Paul Chadbourne, Louis Agassiz, and St. George Mivart. 

Even late m the nineteenth century, scieirtists, especially in. 
biology and social sciences, were expected to show how their 
findings were compatible witlr older religious and ethical systems, 
despite Kant’s philosophical separation of science from ethics and 
religion. Kant’s philosophy was daily discussed by Chauncey 
Wright and Charles S. Peirce during the first years of the Dar- 
winian controversy. Wright argued for a Kantian and nonmeta- 
physical separation of scientific theories like Darwin’s from value 
judgments, while Peirce tried to find a higher metaphysical unity 
of scientific and religious notions in the post-Kairtian fashion of 
Schclling. An important distinction arises here between evolution 
as a scientific theory in a specific field and evolutionism as a gen- 
eralization invading every field of study from biology and cos- 
mology to sociology and philosophy of history. This distinction, 
made out so clearly in Professor Lovejoy’s larger historical studies 
of the pre-Darwinian ideas of evolution and post-Darwinian evo- 
lutionisms, will be very useful for our more restricted study of the 
relationship of ninctecntlr-centmy evolutionism to the origins of 
pragmatisnr. We shall see tliat one of tire chief questions dis- 
citssed by the founders of pragmatism, beginning with Chauircey 
* Wright, was how far one could legitimately' apply Darwin’s hy- 
pothesis of natural selection to subjects other than biology. 
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Wright’s deep interest in the hisiory, methods, and philoso- 
phy of physical and biological sciences led him on more than one 
occasion to point out to his contemporaries the important intel- 
lectual changes which the idea of evolution was bringing about. 
In an obituary notice of the great geologist, Sir Charles Lyell, 
Wright, in his own last year, indicated the historical and philo- 
sophical significance of Lycll’s late adoption of the Darwinian 
theory of “development,” a then current synonym for “evolution.” 

At the end of the la.st centuiy, the transmutation or development 
theory was independently and almost simultaneously proposed by three 
great thinkers, Goelhe, Geofl'roy St. Hilaire, and Erasmus Darwin. Its final 
triumph in our own day was almost a direct consequence of the principles 
adopted by Lyell from Hutton and the Huttonians, and urged so clearly 
and effeolively by him in his Principles. Yet Lyell — and this wa.s an in- 
teresting exhibition of a worthy trait of his mind — resisted the theory of 
development for a long time; until after the publication of that most re- 
markable book of the century, Darwin’s Origin of Species . . . This change 
[in the tenth edition of LyeU’s Principles] gives his masterpiece a greater 
logical completeness and coherency than it had ever had before, and re- 
dounded to his credit in this way quite as much as in the exhibition it 
gave of his openness of mind to scientific arguments, or of the moderation 
of the conservatism which characterized him as a tnie English Liberal. 

Hutton, the knowledge and practice of whose principles Lyell did 
so much to extend, was the first to declare that geology was in no wise con- 
cerned with “questions as to the origin of things.” By “origin” was then 
meant the origin of natures which things have and their first introduction in 
the theatre of the world. That cosmology should have been so far banished 
in half a century from zoological conceptions that Mr. Darwin could use, 
without incurring serious misunderstanding, the title Origin of Species for 
his great work, is evidence of the progress made . . . “Origin” now means 
how things go from one determinate appearance to another . . . Tlte word 
“species” now means not an absolute, but only a comparative fixity of charac- 
ter, [so that in Darwin] ihe two terms appear with modern non-scholastic 
meanings . . . 

There appears to be a strong natural association of religious feeling 
with die idea of stability; and three wrongly consecrated stabilitic.s — that 
of the earth, that of its continents, and that of its form.s of life — Iiave one 
after die other given way to the progress of knowledge, and though with 
obstinate resistance from religious sentiment, without permanent injury to 
religion . . . 

Lyell had the qualities in mind and chiuacter of the highest modem 
social and scientific culture. 8 
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Thomas H. Huxley also pointed out that Sir Charles Lycll 
“was the chief agent in smoothing tire road for Darwin. For con- 
sistent uniformitarianism postulates evolution as much in the or- 
ganic as in the inorganic world.” The history of pre-Darwinian 
evolutionism falls beyond the scope of this book. We are here con- 
cerned with the more proximate background or matrix of scien- 
tific and philosophic ideas that help us understand the scientific 
success of Dai-win’s theory of chance variations and the mechan- 
ism of natural selection, and these are more pertinent to the re- 
orientation of philosophy inaugurated by the founders of prag- 
matism. I have referred to tire great strides made through the use 
of observational and statistical, experimental and mathematical 
methods in physical, biological, and social sciences after 1845, 
resultmg in the discovery of fundamental theories: the conserva- 
tion of energy, the kinetic tlieory of gases, the second law of 
thermodynamics, die evolution of the earth’s emst and of the 
fossils found dierein, the stages of embryological development, 
the piinciples of domestic breeding, Quetelet’s, Comte’s, and 
Buclde’s sodologic generalizations, Tylor’s laws of the develop- 
ment of primitive societies, Maine’s theory of the passage from 
status to contract, and the Malthusian law of population growth 
(which Darwin said suggested to him the idea of die struggle for 
survival). 

In his defense of Darwin, Chauncey Wright underscored 
the stadstical character of biological laws, even if the governing 
averages suggested more ultimate laws of “real tendencies.” What 
was more important to him than the “ultimate” metaphysical 
status of such laws was dieir independence of theology and their 
relevance to the true grounds of social institutions, law, and 
morality: 

Nearly all laws of heredity are properly laws of averages, against 
wliich, of course, evidences may be massed by a partial or one-sided induc- 
tion. They can in general be held to be true only as governing averages; 
or at least as being laws of such real tendencies as mask and modify and 
even countervail one another . . . The power of Education is, indeed, the 
scientific foundation of law and moral responsibility; but heredity is also 
great, and even adds to, instead of diminishing, the true grounds of so- 
cial institutions, the rights of law and punishment . . . Intelligence and 
strength in union or brotherhood have long been the vantage grounds of 
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the human contest in the competition of race with race, or tribe with tribe, 
and in opposition to unfavorable external conditions. And biology affords 
a proof, in tlie natural genealogical tree, of the merely natural brotherhood 
of man, quite as impressive as the theological derivation of the race from 
a single pair; but does not make so complete and emphatic a reference 
back to one concentrated responsibility for human weaknesses and sins.^ 

It was in line with his pluralistic empiricism that Wright raised 
critical objections to the extension of Darwin’s theory of natural 
selection beyond biological and psychological phenomena to cos- 
mological and theological domains. Before and after Darwin’s 
Origin of Species the thinking of natural philosophers was domi- 
nated by vague unifying principles of vitalism and teleology, for 
natural theology was finnly established as the proper framework 
of the sciences. 

In order to illustrate the metaphysical and theological cli- 
mate of scientific opinion in the United States during the third 
quarter of the nineteentli century, we shall examine two typical 
texts, one by tire highly respected geologist Edward Hitchcock, 
the other, a post-Darwinian work by the popular Lowell lecturer 
on psychology, Paul Chadboume. Specimens of their scientifi- 
cally inadequate but widespread views need only to be quoted in 
order to understand why Wright and his friends sought more 
rigorous analyses of the scientific and moral questions uncritically 
lumped together by the natural theologians of their day. 

2. A RELIGIOUS geologist’s ORGANIC VIEW OF NATURE 

Let us first look into “The Telegraphic System of the Uni- 
verse” erected in the twelfth lecture of The Religion of Geology 
and Its Connected Sciences “by the learned President of Amherst 
and Professor of Geology and Natural Theology, Edward Hitch- 
cock,” Plis inspired book reached its eleventh thousand printing 
in Boston by 1856. Note in the following passage how he assimi- 
lates the principles of mechanics to the idea of an organic chain 
of vital influences, and how he then proceeds to the electrifica- 
tion of the whole golden chain by means of an elaborate wiring 
system reaching every creature throughout space and time; 

The records of zoology and botany afford endless illustration of this 
subject [the equilibrium of organic nature]. But the great truth which they 
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all teach is, that so intimately are we related to other beings, that abnosl 
every action of ours reacts upon them for good or evil; for good, upon the 
whole, when we conform to the laws which God has established, and for 
evil, when by their violation we disturb the equilibrium of organized nature, 
and produce irregular action. In this latter case, we cannot tell where the 
disturbance, thus introduced, will end; for it is not a periodical oscillation, 
lilce the perturbations of the heavenly bodies, nor a mere change of posi- 
tion and intensity by mechanical forces. 

But docs not this law of mutual irrfluence between organic beings ex- 
tend to other worlds? Why .should it not be transmitted by means of the 
luminiferous oilier to the limits of the universe? Who Icnovvs but a blow 
struck upon a single link of organic beings [my italics] here may be felt 
through the whole ciicle of animate existence in all worlds? That is a narrow 
view of God’s work, which isolates the organic races of this globe from the 
rest of the universe. The more philosophical view throws the golden chain, 
of influence [my italics] around the whole animal creation, whether small 
or great, near or lemote.® 

The electrification of the golden chain of organic beings was ac- 
complished by Hitchcock as follows: 

What a centre of influence does man occu-pyl It is just as if the uni- 
verse were a ti emulous mass of jelly which every movement of his made 
to vibrate from the centre to the circumference. It is as if the universe were 
one vast picture gallery, in some part of which the entire history of the 
world, and of each individual, is shown on canvas, sketched by countless 
artists, with unerring skill. It is as if each man had his foot upon the point 
where ten thousand telegraph wires meet from every part of the universe, 
and he were able, with each volition, to send abroad an influence along these 
wires, so as to reach every created being in heaven and on earth. It is as if 
we had the more than Gorgon power of transmuting every object around 
us into forms beautiful or hideous, and of sending that transmuting process 
forward through time and through eternity. It is as if we were linked to 
every created being by a golden chain, and every pulsation of our heart 
or movement of our mind modified the pulsation of every other heart and 
the movements of every other intellect. Wonderful, wonderful is the posi- 
tion man occupies, and the part he acts! And yet it is not a dream hut the 
deliberate eoiiclusion of true science.’® 


One of the effects of evolutionism, even before Darwin, was 
to make the human mind more time-conscious than it had ever 
been under the reign of Euclidean and Newtonian science. Bu£- 
fon had been bold enough in the eighteenth century to extend 
the age of man’s life on earth from six to sixty thousand years; 
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but soon after, the geologic and paleontological investigations of 
Lyell and Cuvier implied much longer stretches of time for the 
explanation of the variety of extinct as well as of living species 
and their habits. The greatest defender in scientific Geimany of 
Daiwin’s views, Ernst Haeckel, maintained that biologic evolu- 
tion requires a duration of time which the human intellect can- 
not imagine, just as astronomy since Homer’s measurement of the 
velocity of light has introduced unimaginable distances. 

In the same way as the di.stances between the diflcicnt planetary sys- 
tems are not calculated by miles but by Siiius-distances, each of which, 
comprises millions of miles, so the organic history of the earth must not be 
calculated by thousands of years, but by paleontological and geological 
periods, each of which comprises many thousands of years, and perhaps 
millions, or even milliards of thousands of years. 

Haeckel needed all the time possible in order to give his 
Lamarckian factors of use and disuse ample opportunity to effect 
modifications of species into new species. Instincts he regarded 
as “habits of the soul acquired by adaptation and transmitted and 
fixed by inheritance through many generations.”^' In any case, 
this enormous extension of time led Haeckel to point out the 
imsuitability of our ordinary units of time-measurement and the 
relativity of scientific units of time. The human individual’s life- 
span “is not suitable as a standard for the measurement of geo- 
logic periods.” Other organisms have life-spans ranging from a 
few hours to five thousand years. “This comparison brings the rel- 
ative nature of all measurement of time clearly before us,” 

Now relativity and temporalism do not fit into the Kantian 
view that time is an a priori form of sensory intuition and that 
scientific knowledge is absolutely conditioned by eternal cate- 
gories. 

Hitclicock was fully aware that, as astronomy, especially 
since the time of the telescope, reveals the expansion of our ideas 
regarding the extent of the material universe, so "geology has 
given great enlargement to our knowledge of the divine plans and 
operations in the universe,” for “it expands our ideas of the time 
in which the material universe has been in existence.” The mi- 
croscope is “the sixth step in man’s knowledge of Jehovah” and 
enables man to penetrate deeper into the lower “infinitesimal” 
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regions of the chain of being, “teeming with countless millions 
even of organic beings, of a size much more diminutive than 
those yet discovered, and with inorganic beings too minute for 
the imagination to conceive.” Hitchcock’s work thus illustrates 
th,e admixture of science, morals, and theology typical of pre- 
Darwinian thought about 1850. Even the metamoi-phic theory of 
Lyell is adopted in Hitchcock’s estimation of the age of the earth 
as not contrary to Scriptures, “properly interpreted.” The priority 
of hfe over nonliving matter is supported by the microscopic ex- 
amination of tire skeletal remains of silex, hme, and iron of ma- 
rine animals and shells. The ancient adage, Omnis calx e vermi- 
bus; omne ferruni e vermibus; omnis silex e vermibus, is not so 
extravagant, thought Hitchcock, and he quoted Dr. Mantell’s 
Wonders of Geology to support further this hylozoistic geology: 
“Probably there is not an atom of the sohd materials of the globe 
which has not passed through tire complex and wonderful labora- 
tory of life.” 

Geology shows us that the present system of organic life on 
the globe is but one hnk of a temporal series finite at one end 
( to allow Creation ) , but reaching infinitely forward. “Revelation 
describes only the existing species, leaving to science the task and 
privilege of lifting the veil that hangs over the past, and to dis- 
close other economies that have passed away.”^® The classifica- 
tions of species of Agassiz and of Deshayes are accepted by 
Hitchcock as fitting into diis providential scheme, which best per- 
mits us to read the thoughts of the Creator. Since that “immense 
remote time” — greater than a thousand times dre six thousand 
years formerly accepted — when die material universe was cre- 
ated out of nothing, “matter has passed through a multitude of 
changes, and been the seat of numerous systems of organic life, 
milike one another, yet all linked togetlier into one great system 
by a most perfect unity; each minor system being most beauti- 
fully adapted to its place in the great chain, and yet each succes- 
sive link becoming more and more perfect.” 

So we have, only diree years before Darwin’s Origin of 
Species, a widely circulated and spirited expression of the idea 
of an organic temporalized chain with the links converted from 
species to individuals. Hitchcock’s peculiar idea of the chain of 
being is dealt with in Professor Lovejoy’s exposition of the con- 
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tinuity of nineteenth-century evolutionary ideas with eighteenth- 
century ideas of progress and with the more ancient neo-Platonic 
tradition of the golden chain of being. Of course, neither Darwin 
nor his contemporaries knew or needed to know anything of fliis 
philosophically intriguing story in order to play their role in its 
nineteentli-century development. The temporalizing of the chain 
of being in the Darwinian ideas of chance variations and natural 
selection by environmental action, implied the dissolution of its 
rigid, internal determinism and introduced an element of real 
novelty. Calvini.st theologians like Hitchcock and McCosh, in or- 
der to avert the damaging effect of a head-on clash with the new 
scientific ideas, tried to reconcile them with their religious spir- 
itualism. With this aim of fitting scientific troth into the “peculiar 
and higher truths disclosed by revelation,” Hitchcock brought 
forward passages from tire learned works of many theologians 
and scientists.^® 

Dr. W. M. Smallwood, in his Natural History and the Amer- 
ican Mind, summarizes the situation of natural science in the 
United States up to the victory of Darwinism, when he notes suc- 
cinctly that “the contributions of science were not organized as 
a consistent philosophy of nature until the period of Darwin.” 
The morahstic tendencies of American “natural philosophers” of 
that period are revealed in the lessons from nature found in chil- 
dren’s books on natural history at that time, and in Paley’s Natu- 
ral Theology which “was widely used in both academy and col- 
lege in the first half of the nineteenth century.”^® Hitchcock’s 
Elements of Geology ran through thiity-one editions from 1840 
to 1860. 

3. A psychologist’s FOST-DABWINIAN NATUKAL THEOLOGY 

Our second text illustrates the climate of philosophical opin- 
ion among conseiwative natural tlieologians in the United States 
even after Darwin’s rejection of fixed species and special creation 
had been defended by scientists like Asa Gray and his student 
Chauncey Wright, over the protests of Louis Agassiz.®^ William 
James referred to Ghadboume’s theory of instinct as a typical 
example of the unscientific character of anti-Darwinian methods 
of psychologizing,* 

* See Chapter V, sect. 2, below. 
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Natural theology was "shown” to be in harmony with the 
latest sciences by the Lowell lecturer of 1871, Paul A. Chad- 
bourne, who published his lectures under the title, Instinct: Its 
Office in the Animal Kingdom and Its Relation to the Higher 
Powers in Man. Ilis chief quarrel with natural selection is that it 
ignores the eternal tiuth that "die laws of human life and its con- 
ditions of pi ogress are as fixed as the laws of gravitation and 
cohesion.” Cliadbounie was the author also of Relations of Natu- 
ral Ilisloiij and Natural Theology. In his Lowell lectures on in- 
stinct, which wcie undoubtedly known to the members of the 
Metaphysical Club, Chadbourne pleaded insistently for the co- 
operation of “Naturalists and Mental Philosophers in the full 
study of Maii.”^^ Only thus can the "social scientist” or “wise 
philanthropist” ameliorate the evils of society. 

Anodier significant aspect of Chadbouine’s work — recurring 
as a major topic of concern in die writings of all the founders of 
pragmatism — is a methodological awaieness of the semantic dif- 
ficulties of scientific and philosophical discussions of evolution. 
Wright and Peirce would have agreed fully with Chadboume 
that when a writer intioduces teims with new meanings, he 
should realize that the older connotations of these terms will per- 
sist in the minds of the reader and will interfere with the process 
of grasping the new meanings.^* 

IIow important language is in philosophy was indicated by 
Wright: 

The largiiage.s employed by philosophers are themselves lessons in 
ontology, and have, in their grammatical structures, implied conceptions 
and beliefs common to the philosopher and to the barbarian inventors of 
language, us well as other implicatrons which the former takes pains to 
avoid. How much besides he ought to avoid, in the correction of concep- 
tions erroneously derived from the forms of language, is a question always 
important to bo considered in metaphysical inquiries.® 

Wright and James, however, would have deeply disap- 
proved of Chadboume’s philological conservatism in clinging to 
vague dieological and metaphysical phrases like “the plan of crea- 
tion” or “the instinct-hke forethought which is the law of growth 
of plants and animals,” or “adaptation of means and ends such 
as justified itself to the Reason of man.” 
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Chadboume found the old idea of “an organized whole” of 
predetermined purposes in nature a more satisfactoiy explanation 
of evolution than Natural Selection; “Within this one compre- 
hensive plan, by which all beings seem to be related for their 
mutual good, we may consider the various subordinate plans for 
specific purposes,” 

In this single cosmic plan, even well-adjusted individual 
creatures may be destroyed; hence, Chadboume argues, the plan 
operates not by natural selection, but despite it.^'' He thus as- 
sumed with Agassiz^'^ that Darwin’s theory does not account for 
the elimmation of the unfit, for it gives no metaphysical reason 
for the existence of favorable conditions in some cases and un- 
favorable ones m others. The simpler alternative principle of 
explanation is the vitalistic one which rests on our instinctive 
knowledge of the unity of life as determined by general Provi- 
dence: 

A vital force or principle is so far uniform in its operations as to give 
us the simplest notion of life, which all have, although they may not be 
able to define it. And this piinciple that impresses us as one, under tlie 
name of U-fe, manitests itself under hundreds of thousands of the most di- 
verse forms of matter composed of the same elements, and takes for its 
cycle a single day as in the lower algae, or centuries, as in some of the 
higher animals. If asked now for the origin of this principle, or of its relation- 
ship to the great forces of nature, we are at present, as utterly at a loss to 
account foi them as we are to account for gravitation itself or for the laws 
of its action . . . It is a characteristic of this principle in all its manifesta- 
tions to demand and use as a means of putting forth its activities, the dif- 
ferent elements and forces of the inorganic world. If asked for the origin 
of organized beings we come back in all oui investigations where we want 
something given to begin the work with; as much so, as we need in 
Geometry axioms that cannot be demonstrated. When Mr. Huxley has car- 
ried us back to protoplasm, we feel that we are as far off from the goal as 
ever.'^i 

The logical alternative offered by Wright’s nonmetaphysical 
view of this problem of mechanism and vitalism was to reject all 
empirically unverifiable principles about the ultimate constitu- 
tion or origins of filings. Chadboume was aware of this positiv- 
istic view and was willing to adopt it as the method of approach 
in natural science, but declined to adopt it philosophically for the 
same reason he declined Huxley’s agnosticism, namely, that hotli 
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fail to supply the theological “bridge between tlie biological and 
physical worlds,” 

Shall we then free ourselves of all preconceived notions of creation — 
of development, of Theology — of how things ought to be — or, at least leave 
them for future discussion and apply ourselves to the task of learning what 
is — ’in the department of nature which we propose to investigateP If we can 
do tliis, wc shall gain for ourselves all the good which Positive Philosophy 
has ever had to offer as a guide in science, without committing ourselves 
to its dogmas. And this much should be said in favor of Positivism, that its 
method is the only true one for approaching natural science. Whether the 
human mind can stop, or ought to stop, within the limits which Positive 
philosophy prescribes for it, is a very difiFerent question.^® 

That Chadborune did not stop witliin any such positivistic 
limits is evident from the rest of his work; it contains such sweep- 
ing claims as that biological genera, famihes, and classes are 
as fixed as the chemical elements which only alchemists super- 
stitiously believed they can transmute.®* His metaphysical zeal 
came to a climax in an anthropocentric view of nature: 

It is because all nature has, or may have relations to man, — because 
he is acted upon by every force, and related to all the changes of the or- 
ganic and inorganic world, — that the study of natui-e is of any value. The 
whole physical universe is seen to centre in him , . . Man is the one point 
towards which all the rays of light in the physical imiveise seem to con- 
verge.®® 

Finally, we note that to Chadbourae’s anti-Darwinian way 
of thinking, the concept of chance, so central in the physical, 
biological, and social sciences of his day, was of no logical value 
in any causal explanation, No intelUgihle phenomenon could ever 
result from the operation of chance, “even if the experiment could 
be tried every day for a geologic age. If it is said we ought to 
believe in such results, from the elements of variation and in- 
defiiiite time, we cannot help it. We are satisfied that with tire 
same data to rely upon, all men will not reach the same conclu- 
sions. It is possible that this may be partly the result of training, 
and it may arise from a constitutional difierence among men in 
weighing proof.” 

This intrusion of psychology into tire very logic of science, 
which Wright and Peirce condemned in their younger associate 
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William James, constituted a reductio ad absurdum of arguments 
like Chadbourne’s. The scientific psychologist today would un- 
doubtedly say tliat it well deserves its place of oblivion as scien- 
tifically unfit for survival in the struggle of ideas. 

The historical importance of the founders of pragmatism 
consists in the fact that they challenged the validity of the theo- 
logical fusion of scientific and ethical considerations by influ- 
ential writers on “natural tlrcology” like Hitchcock and Clrad- 
bounre. To face the contingency of nature and to render it 
intelligible without leaning on a providential intelligence was a 
daring philosophical ex2)eriincnt, and it was conceived in Peirce’s 
Metaphysical Club which kept no minutes of its proceedings, 



CHAPTEK TWO 


The Birthplace of Pragmatism; 

Peirce’s Metaphysical Club 

Pragmatism poses some nice problems to both the historian 
of ideas and the philosopher. William James said it was “a new 
name for some old ways of thinking,” ^ after having pubhcly 
credited to his friend Charles Peirce the authorship of the doc- 
trine of “practicalism or pragmatism as he [Peirce] called it when 
I first heard him enunciate it at Cambridge in the early 70’s.” ® 
But James was not a historian, and Peirce, m dire need of some 
public recognition at the turn of the century,^ wrote sundry ac- 
counts of the genesis of pragmatism, some of them never pub- 
hshed. In all these accounts Peirce constantly alludes to a Meta- 
physical Club, to the evolutionary controversy which had spread 
beyond biology, and to a paper which he had read to the Club 
setting forth a pragmatic theory of meaning and truth. 

The most striking features of the Club are its informality, 
the rich diversity of interests and training of its members in natu- 
ral and social sciences, logic, ethics, metaphysics, history, and 
legal practice. All of the members were or became lecturers at 
Plarvard University at one time or another after 1870, when the 
new elective curriculum was introduced by the first nonclerical 
President of Ilaiward, tlie former professor of chemistry, Charles 
W. Eliot. 

Certain incongruous features of Peirce’s accounts of the 
Club and of the genesis of pragmatism justify Professor Perry’s 
remark that the origins of pragmatism are obscuj'e. First of all, 
the Metaphysical Club and its members are named in two ac- 
counts written by Peirce in 1905-06; the Club but not its mem- 
bers appears in an article published in 1908, and the members 
are mentioned -witliout the name of the Club hr an impiibhshed 
account. Secondly, in none of the writings, biographies, or letters 
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of any of the Club’s meinbers have I come across any reference 
to the Metaphysical Cluh as named and described by Peirce. 
Thirdly, Peirce’s recollections, going hack more than thirty years, 
are not clear about the dates of his Club’s meetings; “the early 
seventies,” “in 1871,” “in the sixties,” and “after my return” [from 
Europe], Why, then, did Pcirco attach so much historical signifi- 
cance to the Club as the birthplace of pragmati.sm? Plow shall we 
relate the genesis of pragmatism to the evolutionary controversy? 
In this chapter I shall outline the answers to these questions, first 
by annotating Peirce’s accounts of the Club, and then by sketch- 
ing in a preliminary fashion the attitudes to the meanings of evo- 
lution held by the pragmatic members. 

An early description of the Clulr, by Peirce, occurs in the 
following passage: 

It was in the earliest seventies that a knot of us young men in Old 
Cambridge, calling ourselves, half-ironically, half defiantly, “The Metaphysi- 
cal Club,” — for agnosticism was then riding its high horse, and was frown- 
ing superbly upon all metaphysics — used to meet, sometimes in my study, 
sometimes in that of William James.'* It may be that some of our old-time 
confederates would today not care to have such wild-oats sowing made 
public, though there was nothing but boiled oats, milk and sugar in the 
mess. Mr. Justice Holmes,*' however, will not, I believe, take it ill that we 
are proud to remember his membership; nor will Joseph Warner, Esq.® 
Nicholas St. John Green^ was one of the most interested fellows, a skillful 
lawyer and a learned one, a disciple of Jeremy Benlham. His extraordinary 
power of disrobing warm and breathing truth of the draperies of long worn 
formulas, was what attracted attention to him everywhere. In particular, he 
often urged the importance of applying Bain’s definition of belief,® as “that 
vrpon which a man is prepared to :tcl.” Prom this definition, pragmatism is 
scarce more than a corollary; so that I am disjiosed to thirrk of him as the 
grandfather of pragmatism.® Chauncey Wright, something of a philosophical 
celebrity in those days, was never absent from our meetings.*® I was about 
to call him oirr corypherts; but he will belter be described as our boxing- 
master whom we — I particularly — ^used to face to be severely pummeled, He 
had abandoned a former attachment to Hnmiltonianism to take up with 
the doctrine of Mill, to which and its cognate agnosticism** he was trying 
to weld the really incongruous ideas of Darwin.*" John Fiske*® and, more 
rarely, Francis Ellingwood Abbot,*'* were sometimes present, lending their 
countenances to the spirit of our endeavours, while holding aloof from any 
assent to their success. Wright, James, and I were men of science, rather 
scrutinizing the doctrines of the metaphysicians on their scientific side than 
regarding them as very momentous spiritually. The type of our thought 
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was decidedly British. I, alone of our number, had come upon the threshing- 
floor of philosophy through the doorway of Kant, and even my ideas were 
acquiring the English accent.^® 

Another reference by Peirce to tlie “Metaphysical Club” oc- 
curs in a letter of 1905 to his former student at Johns Hopkins, 
Mrs. Ladd-Franklin: 

It must have been 1857 when I first made the acquaintance of Chaun- 
cey Wright, a mind about on the level of J. S. Mill. He was a thorough 
mathematician of the species that flourished at that time, when dynamics 
was regarded (in America) as the top of mathematics. He had a most pene- 
trating intellect. There were a lot of superior men in Cambridge at that 
time. I doubt if they could be matched iir any other society as small that 
e.usted at that time anywhere in the world. Wright, whose acquaintance I 
made at the house of Mrs. Lowell, was at that time a thorough Hamiltonian; 
but soon after’^® he turned and became a great admirer of Mill. He and I 
used to have long and very lively and close disputations lasting two or three 
hours daily for many years. In the sixties I started a little club called the 
Metaphysical Club. It seldom if ever had more than half a dozen present. 
Wright was the strongest member and probably I was next. Nicholas St. 
John Green was a maivelously strong intelligence. Then there were Frank 
Abbot, William James, and others. It was there that the name and doctrine 
of pragmatism saw the hght.i'^ 

A letter of Peirce’s “To the Editor of the Sun” (n.d.), under 
the caption “Pragmatism Made Easy,” throws a significant light 
on the reason why Peirce associated the genesis of pragmatism 
with a group of drinkers rather than with the name of any one 
individual. From historical examples of the discovery of a new 
idea in the sciences — for example, the conservation of energy 
and the periodic table — Peirce concludes in this letter that “it is 
almost self-evident diat simply to assign the idea to an individual 
can give little account of what the process was that actually took 
place.” The social nature of thought is an essential part of Peirce’s 
evolutionist philosophy and enters into his definition of truth. 
Unlike Dewey, however, Peirce scarcely deals with any specific 
social problem. He is glad to have known “somethmg of the in- 
wardness of the early growth of several of the great ideas of 
the Nineteenth Century. By far die most interesting of these was 
the idea of pragmatism.” It was only after he gave ten years to the 
precise, systematic, and scientific study of philosophy that Peirce 
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offered any contributions of his own, in the Journal of Speculative 
Philosophy ( 1868 ) Three years later lie produced a more elab- 
orate set of metaphysical categories which he found illustrated 
in the logic of the sciences, based on what he had learned from 
his own scientific work and contacts with “what certain students 
at once of science and of philosophy were turning in their minds,” 
as his letter to the Editor of the Sun continues. Then, witliout 
naming the Metaphysical Cluh, Peirce goes on to refer to the 
members of that group as follows; 

After my return [from Europe, where he had intei-viewed the scien- 
tific students of philosophy], a knot of us, Chauncey Wright, Nicholas St. 
John Gieen, William James, and others, including occasionally Francis El- 
lingwood Abbot and John Fiske, used frequently to meet to discuss funda- 
mental questions. Green was especially impressed with the doctrines of 
Bain, and impiessed the rest of us with them; and finally the writer of this 
paper brought forward what toe called the principle of pragmatism. 

I have italicized the we because it is certain that nobody 
else in tlae group but James and Peirce used the name “pragma- 
tism” in print, and that was not until 1898. 

On die back of a letter dated March 24, 1907, there is an 
unpubhshed fragment of an interesting description, in Peirce’s 
handwriting, of what is evidently the Metaphysical Club: 

— a name chosen to alienate all whom it would alienate. Its constitution 
was equally eflective, for it consisted in a single clause forbidding any ac- 
tion by the Club as a collective body, thus preventing it from wasting the 
only intrinsically precious element in the world, as so many other societies 
waste it, in the idle frivolity they call "business,” while moreover since with- 
out action there could be no officers and in particular no secrelaiy and so 
no acknowledged record of debate, to gentlemen desirous of distinguishing 
themselves or of taking patents as it were upon such ingenious combina- 
tions of ideas as they might contrive, an adequate motive was presented to 
hold tlieir peace and abandon the arena of debate to those who only sought 
to draw as near to the truth as they could. It was quite the most successfully 
organized body of students I ever had the benefit of joining, — a model 
worthy of imitation. One of us was Ghauncey Wright.^i 

Justice Holmes in a letter (July 21, 1920) to Professor Go- 
hen (who was then writing a series of articles on American phi- 
losophy, which included the pragmatists Peirce, James, and 
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Dewey) wrote; “As to pragmatism I must quote sometiring I 
said in 1891 before I ever heard of (my italics). Now, ac- 
cording to Peirce’s firsL account above, Plolmes was a member of 
tbe Metaphysical Club when it met in the early seventies. Peirce 
also claims he used the term “pragmatism” frequently in the 
Club’s discussions. It follows, therefore, that either Plolmes was 
absent or inattentive when Peirce used the tenii, or that his or 
Peirce’s memory is at fault. In any case, Peirce cannot claim to 
have impressed the term on the minds of any members of the 
Club with the single exception of William James, and none of 
the members, mcluding James, and none of their friends ever re- 
corded the name of the Club which looms so large in Peirce’s 
accounts of the genesis of pragmatism. Justice Holmes did inform 
Professor Cohen that he suspected Chauncey Wright was the 
source of Peirce’s tychism.^® 

The only otlrer reference to the Club that I have been able 
to find iir Peirce’s writings is in an article published as late as 
1908. It provides furtlier evidence tliat Peirce wished to distin- 
guish his logical principle of pragmaticism from James’s doctrine. 

In 1871, in a Metaphysical Club in Cambridge, Massachusetts, I used 
to preach this pimciple [of pragmaticism] as a sort of logical gospel, repre- 
senting the uiifoimulated method followed by Berkeley, and in conversation 
about it I called it “Pragmatism” ... Of course, the doctrine attracted no 
particular attention, foi . , . very few people care lor logic. But in 1897 
Professor James remodelled the matter, and transmogrified it into a doctrine 
of philosophy, some paits of which I highly approved, while other and 
more prominent parts I regarded, and still regard, as opposed to sound 
logic.-'* 


Peirce’s analysis of meaning and of the method of making 
ideas clear by consideriitg their logical consequences and general 
or habitual effects on our conceptions, was interpreted by James 
in psychological and individualistic terms. Hence, Peirce distin- 
guished James’s pragmatism from his own, which he baptized 
“pragmaticism,” and tlren went on to observe that James “no 
doubt derived his ideas on die subject from me.”^® Tliis latter 
claim has led Professor Perry properly to raise die “nice question 
whether it is possible to 'derive’ from a philosopher ideas which 
he lias never had; or whether one may not reasonably doubt the 
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paternity of a bantling which, as it grows older, becomes increas- 
ingly dissimilar to its father. Peiiraps it would be correct, and 
just to all parlies, to say that the modern movement known as 
pragmatism is largely the result of James’s misunderstanding of 
Peirce,” No wonder that Peirce wrote to James in 1900: “Who 
originated the term 'pragmatism,’ I or you? Where did it first ap- 
pear in print? What do you understand by it?” Professor Perry 
thus significantly notes: “Though the origin of pragmatism be 
obscure, it is clear that the idea that pragmatism originated with 
Peirce was originated by James.” 

The chief historical source of Peirce’s definition of prag- 
matic belief is Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, a woik well known 
and discussed at great length by Wright and Peirce. The follow- 
ing passage from Kant’s work, if we disregard the other tran- 
scendental doctrines of Kant, illustrates and defines what any of 
our pragmatists would have accepted as a characterization of all 
beliefs : 

The physician must do sometliing in the case of a patient who is in 
danger, even if he is not sure of the disease. He looks out for symptoms and 
judges, according to his best knowledge, that it is a case of phthisis. His be- 
lief is even in his own judgment only a contingent one; someone else might 
perhaps judge better. I call such contingent belief which still forms the 
basis of the actual use of means for the attainment of certain ends, prag- 
matic belief. 

The usual touch-stone or test of whether something is just talk or at 
least subjective conviction, that is, firm behef, is the bet ... A bet makes 
one stop short ... If in our thoughts we imagine the happiness of our 
whole life at stake, our triumphant judgment disappears, we tiemblo lest 
our belief has gone too far. Thus pragmatic belief has degrees of strength 
varying in proportion to the magnitude of the diverse interests involved.^® 

PIolme.s’s bct-abililarianism, we shall see, is an irustance of 
the sort of pragmatic belief defined by Kant, but the great differ- 
ence between the American pragmatists and Kant is their denial 
that over and above contingent pragmatic belief arc the purely 
rational, necessary, and absolute ideas of Kant’s transcendental 
philosophy. 

Peirce rejected the absolutistic sense of the term as it occurs 
in Kant’s a priori ethics of “praktischen Vernunft” and its cate- 
gorical imperative. He preferred the Kantian term “pragmatisch” 
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wlaich stood for the humbler means-ends relation expressed in 
hypothetical imperatives, for example, counsels of prudence 
which sanction laws by their consequences for the general wel- 
fare, or the teachings of history. “If you want to enjoy security in 
society, enforce the laws,” is a “merely” pragmatic mle for Kant, 
to be sharply distinguished from the purely ethical commands of 
a disembodied and rational free will. Now, since all reasoning, 
scientific or ediical, was for Peirce hypothetical and operational, 
that is, guided by conceivable empirical consequences, he pre- 
ferred to name his method “pragmatism” rather than “practical- 
ism.” 


For one who had learned philosophy out of Kant, as the writer, along 
with nineteen out of every twenty experimentalists who have turned to 
philosophy, had done, and who still thought in Kantian terms most readily, 
prahtisch and pragmatisch were as far apait as the two poles, the former 
belonging in a region of thought where no mind of the expeiimentalist type 
can ever make sure of solid ground under his feet, the latter expressing 
relation to some defimte human purpose. Now quite tire most strildng 
feature of the new theory was its recognition of an inseparable connection 
between rational cognition and rational purpose; and that consideration it 
was which determined the preference for the name pragmatism?^ 

So far James and Peirce were agreed. They parted company 
on the doctrine of the will to believe, centi-al to James’s pragma- 
tism but criticized sharply by Peirce, Wright, and Holmes. We 
shall see later how Peirce attempted to convert the Darwinian 
ideas of chance variation and natural selection into flie idea of 
an evolution of the mind by means of a logical competition 
among droughts, which ehminates ideas not fit to stand for the 
truth fated to be discovered by those who investigate. The medi- 
ods of authority, tradition, and tenacity compete with that of 
science to fix belief in every walk of life. The exact sciences were 
evolving to a stage where the rules for the efiicient discovery of 
laws were beginning to take shape. In psychology, history, law, 
as well as in metaphysics, a growing consciousness of method was 
apparent to Peirce, and the living manifestations of the “growdi 
of concrete reasonableness” were found by him m the thinking 
of the distinguished associates upon whom he conferred member- 
ship in his Metaphysical Club. If this Club were not primarily a 
symbol in Peirce’s metaphysical imagination of the "Search for a 
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Method” — as he called one of his many unfinished treatises — one 
would expect to find at least one reference to the Club in the 
writings or biographies of its members. However, there is no men- 
tion of this Club in James’s writings, filled as they arc with gen- 
erous acknowledgments. 

Nor do we fare better if we consult the letters and biograph- 
ical testimonials of the senior and leading member of the Club, 
Chauncey Wright. For example, Joseph B. Warner, who attended 
Wright’s class in P.sychology at Harvard in 1870, and assisted 
Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. in his edition of Kent’s Commentaries 
on American Law, does not mention the Club in his contribution 
to Thayer’s Letters of Chauncey Wright, With Some Accounts of 
His Life. More than half a century after Wright’s death (1875), 
Justice Holmes recalls Chauncey Wright’s probabilism^^ — an es- 
sential element of Peirce’s pragmaticism — but never mentions the 
Metaphysical Club. The letters of John Fiske, gossipy as they are 
about old Cambridge and his personal relations to the leading 
lights of the Haiward Yard, yield the same negative result.'’^ The 
intimate letters of Chauncey Wright’s Northampton and Cam- 
bridge friends, E. L. Gurney and Charles E. Norton, and the 
lengthy Wright-Abbot con-espondence fail to refer to the Club. 
Perhaps some furtlier search may secure more data than my un- 
rewarded efforts to supplement Peirce’s history of a Metaphysical 
Club whose existence is so definitely associated in his mind with 
the birthplace and conscious adoption of a new philosophical 
doctrine. Either Peirce invented the name of the Club, "lialf- 
ironically, half defiantly,” or the group he named wars a more 
casual and infonual one than anything one would call a club. We 
do not know who, besides James, heard or read Peirce’s paper, 
published about six years later in two articles, “The Fixation of 
Belief” and "Plow to Make Our Ideas Clear,” in the Popular Sci- 
ence Monthly (1877-78), but the lonely Peirce tells us more thali 
thirty years later that it was in that group that “the name and 
doctrine of pragmatism saw the light.” The undeniable fact is that 
no term like “pragmatism” occurs in either article or in the French 
version that appeared in La Remie philosophique in 1879. 


But, after all, what’s in a name? The most significant fact for 
the historian of thought is that Peirce brought together in his ac- 
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count of tlie genesis of pragmatism a hisloiically important group 
of persons who really lived in the same place and time, moved in 
the same intellectual atmosphere, and influenced each other in 
ways that shaped the growtli of certain pervasive ideas current 
in our thinking today. Peirce was more conscious than any of his 
contemporaries of the historical significance of the discussions by 
his group of the major ideas of the time, particularly the idea of 
evolution, or, more accurately, evolutionism — the generic name 
for the flock of generalizations that invaded every province of 
thorrght with the gradual acceptance of the Darwinian theory of 
evolutiorr, much debated in the two or three decades after 1859. 
Many of tlrese provinces were represented by the several mem- 
bers of Peirce’s “Club.” From the distirretive bent each gave to 
the idea of evolution hr his chosen field of work there emerged a 
dazzhng variety of pragmatisms. 

Only two of the members of the Club, Peirce and James, 
used the term “pragmatism” as the name for a way of settling 
metaphysical puzzles — to few metaphysicians’ satisfaction — but 
all of them exhibited in tlreir more concrete fields of work a more 
fruitful use of a pragmatic method capable of diverse applica- 
tions to the clarification of the basic concepts of the rratural and 
social sciences. That the meaning of a tlieory evolves witli its ex- 
perimental applications, that all claims to truth have to be pub- 
licly verifiable and withstand the competition of prevailing ideas, 
and that tire function of ideas is to adjust man to a precariorrs and 
changing world — these are essential aspects of the evolutionary 
meaning of the method of pragmatism. We shall watch that 
meaning grow with its applications by the members of the Met- 
aphysical Club in their several fields. Different aspects of the 
complex relation between evolutionism and the growth of prag- 
matism will appear in the ensuirrg chapters on the specific contri- 
butions and philosophical attitudes of each of the members. They 
fonn two groups, one trained in the natural sciences (Wright, 
Peu’ce, James), the ofirer in Iristorical and legal studies (Fiske, 
Green, Holmes, Warner); but all were interested students of phi- 
losophy and animatedly discussed the broader implications of 
evolution. Out of the cross-fire of their opinions about the pre- 
vailing claims of metaphysical and religious interpretations of 
evolution, one type of question emerged more clearly and ur- 
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gently than all the rest; just how was one to proceed in thinking 
through the tangle of scientific, ethical, rehgious, and metaphysi- 
cal ideas about evolution? It became clear to the founders of 
pragmatism in the midst of the momentous debate of their age 
that a lule of method was required for fixing one’s beliefs, for 
maldng one’s ideas clear, for testing intuitions, traditional and a 
priori modes of thinking, for verifying the fruitfulness and con- 
crete beai ings of all general ideas about thought and conduct in 
the light of their consequences for the sciences and for the wel- 
fare of man. 

The two main schools of philosophy, British empiricism and 
German idealism, had to be overhauled and reappraised in the 
pragmatic search for a method. Locke and his followers had more 
tlian suggested "a plain historical method” — that is to say, a psy- 
chological method — of testing ideas by comparison with particular 
experienced effects. Kant had formally pointed out the regula- 
tive character of the ideas of pure reason, and Hegel had elab- 
orated upon tire transformative power of reason in the history of 
civilization. But it u'as the unevolutionary character of old world 
forms of static sensational empiricism and rigid a priori rational- 
ism which provoked die pragmatists at Hai-vard to sense the in- 
tellectual need of a moi e flexible and dynamic view of the nature 
of experience and of the function of reason. They rejected the 
British theory of the mechanical association of ideas as well as 
the Geiman fantasy of the “ballet of bloodless categories.” Rea- 
son was not merely Hume’s slave of the passions nor Hegel’s ab- 
solute lord of creation; it was an instrument which had evolved 
from animal cunning to become the sole reliable means of attain- 
ing the free use of one’s natural powers. In social matters it was 
the only workable means of achieving a cooperative mode of liv- 
ing with others who had competing desires. Studies of the history 
of early societies by Tylor, Maine, and others, had plainly shown 
that predatory roots and barbaric customs were the evolutionary 
bases of tire law and other social institutions. 

The more optimistic historian, John Fiske, was only an in- 
terested friend of the p’agmatic members of tire Club, but his 
attempted idealistic, evolutionary synthesis of the physical and 
social sciences along Spencerian fines ran counter to the realistic 
pluralism of the scientific and legal members. Fiske’s sociological 
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philosophy of history m his Outlines of Cosmic Philosophy and 
his controversy with William James on the evolutionary role of 
great men in history, will show* how diverse evolutionisms af- 
fected the social sciences in the 1870’s just before the emergence 
of a more pragmatic legal and social philosophy. “In 1869, the 
New York Woild reported in full Fiske’s Harvard lectures [on 
Evolution], There has never been any other case in American 
history of such a popular interest in a philosophical controversy, 
... lie traced lire growth of American institutions as Darwin 
traced the growth of species.” 

Historians and social scientists today may look suspiciously 
at tire clumping together of so many questions and ideas belong- 
ing to specialized provinces of research. But I think we must ad- 
mire the philosophical scope and grandeur of vision of the found- 
ing fathers of pragmatism. They had a truly philosophical interest 
in such important scientific discoveries of their age as the general 
laws of energy-transformation (“con-elation of forces”), the evo- 
lutionary developraeirt of the eartlr’s cnrst and of living species, 
the primitive forms of society, ancient laws and institutions, the 
evolution of consciousness, and the historical synthesis of all these 
laws of nature and society. The historical or genetic, temporal 
aspect of all observable phenomena and ideas dominated the 
foreground of lire whole evolutionary and early pragmatic ap- 
proach to nature and man. It would be doing historical violence 
and philosophical injustice to the ideas of our evolutionary 
minded pragmatists to dismiss their historical approach to scien- 
tific and philosophical problems as a simple case of the genetic 
fallacy. There is ample evidence that they were aware of the 
practical and logical need for distirrguishing between the histori- 
cal and the analytical approaches to problems in their respective 
fields. They were also, without e.xception, quite critical of pseudo- 
scierrtific evolutionary syntheses like Herbert Spencer’s, as well 
as of antiscientific dialectical systems like Hegel’s. 

There is no one coherent theory of evolution or of reality 
to be found in the writings of any one, or of aU, of the prag- 
matic drinkers discussed in this book. On the contrary, we are 
indebted to them for their acute serrse of the overweening pre- 
tentiousness of all such systems, and of their failure to account 

* See Chapter VI below. 
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for the temporality, complex diversity, relativity, and individ- 
uality of natural and social phenomena. Running through all our 
early pragmatic thinkers is a strong sense of liberation from tire 
facile monisms of both materialistic and spiritualistic systems of 
evolutionary metaphysics and theology. This pragmatic procla- 
mation of intellectual freedom in the midst of the evolutionary 
controversy sprang from two powerful sources: the rapid growth 
of the physical, biological, and human sciences, and the demo- 
cratic Anglo-American tradition upholding the sacredness of the 
rights of individuals. If we separate the scientific from the po- 
litical aspects of liberalism we get a narrow positivism and iso- 
lated individualism impotent to deal with the institutional aspects 
of science and society. If we fuse the two uncritically we violate 
the neutrality of science ( the key to Chauncey Wright’s philoso- 
phy) and limit the freedom of inquiry. This dilemma runs as a 
deep undercurrent in tire liberalism of the founders of pragma- 
tism. It was manifest in their reactions to the excesses of Spen- 
cer’s sociological evolutionism. They fathomed the dilemma’s 
depth and brought to the surface intellectually and humanly val- 
uable insights, summarized in our concluding chapter as their 
philosophical legacy to the tw'entieth century. Their specific in- 
vestigations of the foundations, mediods, and goals of tire natural 
and social sciences furnish concrete evidence of the fruitfulness 
of tlieir plurahstic and humanistic approach to the complex prob- 
lems of civilization. Though it was a common failing in the latter 
half of the niireteenth century for evolutionary philosophers like 
Fiske to confound historical and logical problems iir an over- 
optimistic faith in the inevitability of progress, none of our prag- 
matic thinkers failed to criticize the prevailing belief hr arrtomatic 
progress guararrteod by irrfallible dogmas or inflexible traditions. 
An experiinerrtal, tentative, and flexible approach to the problems 
of the natural and social worlds is an essential characteristic of 
American liberalism. How a variety of pragmatisms evolved in 
tire diverse fields of study of the liberal members of the Meta- 
physical Club out of the ferment of the evolutionary coirtroversy 
of tire last ceirtur)', is the central tlreme of this book. 

The conscious adoption of pragmatism as “a method in aid 
of philosophic inquiry” and in the discussion of the dark ques- 
tions of metaphysics, was associated by Peirce with the ideas dis- 
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cussed in his Metaphysical Club. In order to trace the history of 
the idea of pragmatism in the United States, and of some of the 
thirteen or more meanings it had acquired by 1908, we shall 
have to consider tire effects on the members of the Club of their 
discussions eventuating in diverse developments of the most stir- 
ring theme of the third quarter of the nineteenth century, evolu- 
tion. Tlie subsequent history of evolutionism is intimately linked 
with the genesis of pragmatism as a newly and diversely formu- 
lated doctrine. The growth of that doctrine out of the scientific 
and philosophic background in the United States will be sought 
in the divergent interpretations of evolutionism by the members 
of Peirce’s Metaphysical Club. Foitunately for the historian of 
ideas, they were brought together in the mind of one so pro- 
foundly steeped in the history of philosophy as Charles S. Peirce, 
who after forty years of dissecting thought, may well have come 
to reahze the wisdom of Chauncey Wright’s words ; 

The most profitable discussion is, after all, a study of othei minds, — 
seeing how others see, rather than the dissection of mere propositions. The 
re-statement of fundamental doctrines in new connections affords a parallax 
of their philosophical stand-points (unless these be buried in the infinite 
depths), which adds much to our knowledge of one another’s tliought.®** 

Wright’s statement has been the guiding principle of our 
own study of the minds of the founders of pragmatism. It may 
well serve as a pragmatic formulation of the essential aim and 
method of all intellectual history when fiberally conceived as 
part of the larger pursuit of philosophical and humane under- 
standing. In that spirit we turn to the scientific and philosophical 
luminaries of the Metaphysical Club for the purpose of taking the 
parallax of their pragmatic standpoints whenever visible through 
the infinite depths. 



CHAPTER THREE 


Chauncey Wright, Defender of Darwin 
and Precursor of Pragmatism 

1 . THE MIND OF WEIGHT, “COHYPHAEUS” OF THE 
METAPHYSICAL CLUB 

Chauncey Wright was an able mathematician, and though 
by trade an astronomical computer, his intellectual interests were 
varied. He emphasized the importance of understanding the 
methods of exact sciences, and of geology, biology, psychology, 
sociology, ethics, and metaphysics. He was one of the first after 
Asa Gray to defend Darwin’s theoiy of natural selection, and to 
publish applications of that theory to the biological problems of 
explaining on physical principles the building instincts of bees, 
imd the distribution of leaves around a stem or plant-axis ( phyllo- 
taxis). These contributions of Wright, limited in scope ^though 
they were, were appreciated by his teacher Asa Gray.’- When 
Darwui, apparently impressed by Wright’s analytic powers, asked 
him to make clear when a thing may “be properly said to be 
effected by the will of man,” " Wright set to work on what turned 
out to be his major contribution to scientific psychology — or, as 
he called it, psycho-zoology — “The Evolution of Self-Conscious- 
ness.” ® Evolution, argued Wright, had to be restricted to biology 
and psychology, for the geologic record was too incomplete — and 
the astronomical record even more so — to justif}" evolutionary 
theories of the physical history of the world. Cautious methodo- 
logical pluralist that he was, Wright set his face against those 
who speculated metaphysically about ewolution in history and 
social etliics. 

In short, Wright was not merely a defender of Darwin. De- 
spite his modesty, he boldly set himself against nearly all the 
prevailing philosophies of evolution of his time. Under the banner 
of the neutrality of science he condemned as futile the efforts of 
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idealists, materialists, and Spencerians to appropriate the latest 
achievement of science, Darwin’s theory of evolution, for their 
own ends. He argued that no scientific theory could logically sup- 
port outworn ethics and social sanctions with which it had noth- 
ing to do. When Wright argued thus for tire ethical and meta- 
physical neutrality of science, he may be said to have continued 
Kant’s insistence upon separaliirg scientific or theoretical ques- 
tions from ethical or “practical” ones. Wright, starting from Dar- 
win’s work, came to conclusions similar to those of Kant’s critical 
philosophy which dealt with the irnphcations of Newton’s phys- 
ics. Witlrout anything like the architectonic system of Kant, 
Wright produced the most level-headed discussions of Iris time 
conceming the philosophical meaning of Darwin’s work. Though 
his philosophical defense of Darwitr was admired by his friends 
at Harvard, he met with opposition from some professors of phi- 
losophy and natural theology. One of them was Francis Bowen, 
Alford Professor of Moral Philosophy at Harvard (from 1853 to 
1889), an adversary of Dr. Oliver Wendell Plolmes on the rela- 
tion of science to theology; he wrote four letters to Wright criti- 
cizing his first paper in support of Darwin, “Remarks on the 
Architecture of Bees.” * Bowen insisted on a transcendental dis- 
tinction between physical and metaphysical causahty, urging that 
empirical sciences can deal only with mert things and furnish 
only probability as a measure of our ignorance, whereas God 
alone ctm be the real, productive, and necessary cause of living 
forms. Bowen’s discussion of probabiHty and causality in these 
letters, and in his many other idealistic works, is so confused by 
extraneous theological and teleological ideas that Wright’s quiet 
scientific patience must have been sorely taxed. But Bowen’s sort 
of theological argument was then widespread in respectable sci- 
entific and academic circles, as I have indicated in the first 
chapter. Theism enjoyed the protection and scientific prestige of 
die foremost biologist in America, Louis Agassiz, Professor of 
Zoology at Plarvard, and teacher of Wright, Peirce and James. 
Wright was thus in the midst of the major intellectual movement 
of his day, the impact of Darwinism on the logic of science, re- 
ligion, ethics, and sociology; and so his thought reveals a great 
deal about the intellectual liistory of the times and of tire other 
members of tire Metaphysical Club. His conversion to Darwinism 
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immediately after reading the Origin of Species when it first came 
out, his welding it with Mill’s empiricism, his criticpe of Spen- 
cer’s and Fiske’s evolutionism, his correspondence with Francis 
Ellingwood Abbot," his philosophical discussions with James on 
“psycho-zoology” and the “will to believe,” with Peirce on Kant, 
Mill, and Darwin, with Green and Holmes on dispensing with 
metaphysical necessity in the law, “his educative influence on all 
those who enjoyed his intimacy” in and around liarvard Yard, 
make him, in short, as Peirce reports, the central figure of the 
Metaphysical Club, “where the name and doctrine of pragma- 
tism saw the light.” Wright is unmistakably our key figure, even 
though he never wrote a book and never used the term “prag- 
matism.” 

When Darwin’s epoch-making work appeared in the United 
States, Chauncey Wright was teaching natural philosophy in Pro- 
fessor Louis Agassiz’s school for girls in Cambridge. On February 
12, 1860, he confided to his friend Mrs. Lesley, to whose mother 
he was indebted for having successfully urged his father to send 
him to Harvard, that he had just finished reading 

that new book on “The Origin of Species,” — Darwin’s, — to which I have 
become a convert, so far as I can judge in the matter. Agassiz comes out 
against its conclusions, of course, since they are directly opposed to his 
favorite doctrines on the subject; and, it true, they render his essay on 
Classification a useless and mistaken speculation. I believe that this de- 
velopment theory is a true account of nature, and no more atheistical than 
that approved theory of creation, which coveis ignorance with a word pre- 
tending knowledge and feigning reverence. To admit a miracle when one 
isn’t necessary seems to be one of those works of supererogation which have 
survived the Protestant Reformation, and to count like the penance of old 
for merit in the humble philosopher. To admit twenty or more (the more, 
tile better), as some geologists do, is quite enough to make them pious and 
safe. I would go farther, and admit an infinite number of miracles, consti- 
tuting continuous creation and the order of nature.® 

Charles Peirce, on returning from his surveying in Louisiana 
about June 1860, bad noted tliat Wright, after abandoning Ham- 
ilton’s Kantianism for Mill’s nominalism, “was now all enthusiasm 
for Danvin, whose doctrines appeared to him as a sort of supple- 
ment to fliose of Mill.” ^ Wright had none of Peirce’s metaphysical 

* See pp. 42-48. 
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qualms about the nominalism of tlie British empiricists, and de- 
fended Darwin’s work as evidence of tire fmitfulness of the em- 
pirical tradition upheld by a long line of British philosophers; 
Oecam, Francis Bacon, Boyle, Newton, Locke, Berkeley, Flume, 
Bentham, and Mill. We recall that Peirce confessed himself to be 
the only member of the Metaphysical Club whose philosophic 
approach was not at first oriented by British empiricistic nomi- 
nalism, since he had early taken up with Kant, Schelling, and Sco- 
tistic realism. On the other hand, Wright was proud to be de- 
scended intellectually and by family ancestry from the English, 
as he again confided to Mrs. Lesley when Darwin’s Descent of 
Man appeared hr 1871 with acknowledgments of Wright’s work; 

I grow more and more conscious eveiy year that my most cherished 
thoughts and interests aie oi English oiigm. My blood, though English 
too, is nothing to them but theii accidental road. All Ameiican interests and 
charm aie in tlie futuie, or in a short development piophetic of this future, 
They aie not new poweis oi piinciples, but bettei oppoitunities foi the old 
to work themselves out. They aie not the stiugglc for the victory, but the 
realization of its fruits. For five hundred years, from the time when old 
William Occam asserted common sense and experience against the devoted 
and enthusiastic subdlties of continental and Celtic schoolmen, England has 
taken tlie lead in every great revolution and practice, even down to Dar- 
winism. Other nations have done much in carrying out and even in dis- 
covering in detail the principles of practice and science; but wherever a 
great victory had to be won for progress, and principles had to be estab- 
lished not only in experience but against authority, English genius has 
done it. If this be attributed to English freedom, it comes to the same thing; 
for English freedom was the product of English genius or common sense, 
aided, no doubt, by an insular position.’' 

Thus, to Wright’s genetic way of thinking it was not a histor- 
ical accident “that Mr. Mill is the modem champion at once of 
nominalism in logic and of individuahsm in sociology.” ® 

The traditional English respect for the facts of particular 
experiences, the “experunental” philosophy of Locke, Berkeley, 
Hume, and Mill, was, according to Wright, triumphant in Dar- 
win’s detailed methods of close and patient observation, despite 
the hue and cry raised by theological-minded opponents of Dar- 
win. Nor, in Wright’s mind, were the diverse interests of religion 
and science aided by metaphysical or theological defenders of 
evolution. The Scottish "common-sense” realists, represented at 
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Princeton by James McCosh," failed, according to Wright, to do 
justice cither to practical morality or to theoretical science: by 
appealing to innate intuitions they left no room for the histori- 
cal evolution of moral conscience or self-consciousness. Mill’s 
attack upon Hamilton in 1865 and Mansel’s weak defense led 
Wright, an admirer of Mill, to an even more positivistic defense 
of science. Even in Germany, the idealistic neo-Kantian phi- 
losophies of Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, and Schleiermacher were 
being attacked by materialistic critics of Hegel (Strauss, Feuer- 
bach, Marx) and by other scientific materialists, Moleschott, 
Buchner, and Oken. But Wright was repelled by the dogmatic 
metaphysical pretensions of both the idealists and the material- 
ists. He maintained steadily that neither side could logically af- 
fect the experimental and inductive method of science. 

Finally, Wright strongly condemned tlerbert Spencer’s Syn- 
thetic Philosophy ( 1860) and Fiske’s version of it for reading into 
evolution a dubious system of inevitable moral and tlicological 
intei-pretations in the fashion of what Wright toward the very 
end of his life called “German Daminism.” 

Wright was much more cautious than the otlier members of 
the Metaphysical Club in interpreting the philosophical signifi- 
cance of Darwin’s and Spencer’s theories of evolution for ethics 
and metaphysics. We shall say only a word here about the di- 
vergent evolutionary ideas of the other members, since they will 
be ti'eated extensively in the chapters to follow. Peirce main- 
tained tlrat philosophy had to be based on a thorough-going evo- 
lutionism or none at all, though he refused to approve of Dar- 
win’s theories to the exclusion of Lamarckian and catastrophic 
theories of evolution, especially in accounting for the history of 
thought and civilization. In that history Peirce’s metaphysical 
evolutionism saw “the growth of concrete reasonableness” in the 
universe at large. John Fiskc drew large audiences with his 
lectures on cosmic philosophy, in wliich he offered his theory 
of man’s prolonged infancy as an “original” contribution to tire 
theory of evolution. Pie saw in human history The Destiny of 
Man, Viewed in the Light of His Origins, and later apphed tliis 
vision to his researches in American history. Abbot early accepted 
Darwin but interpreted his theory of evolution in metaphysical 
and theistic terms on the basis of his "scientific realism,” Hohnes 
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and the other lawyer members of Peirce’s Club laid the basis of 
modern legal realism by regarding the law as the product of 
evolving sociological factors. There seems to be no doubt that 
what James condemned as amoralism in Plolmes and a kindred 
nihilism^^ in Wright clashed with the moralistic strain in William 
James, especially at a time when the latter was just emerging 
from the depths of a mental depression and had turned to the 
fideism of Lccj[uier and Renouvicr.^- James criticized Wiight’s 
nihilism in an article perhaps read and discussed at a meeting of 
the Metaphysical Club, and Wright defended himself in critical 
notes written on this manuscript.^''' Underlying the candidly and 
often sharply expressed differences on the relation of science to 
religion, among the members ol the club there was a common 
concern to preserve what was valuable in each. 

A conversation with 'V^b'ight on “Living according to Na- 
ture,” taken down by one of his friends in January 1875, shows a 
much sharper distinction between cosmic and moral nature than 
one finds in James, Peirce, Abbot, or Fiske: 

It is permissible to use the word Nature as the name of the harmony 
of things, but it is not pei'missible to confound tlie harmony in tire whole, 
the laws of nature and the invisible orders both wrthout and within us, — 
to confound the law of causatroir, whose formula is, “If thus, then so,” with 
the harmony we seek as moral berngs, which without our seeldng would 
not, and does not e.xist . . . The laws of this [moral] harmony are of a 
wholly different order, different in meaning, out of the other’s sphere, neither 
contaadictory to nor in conformity with those of the scientific cosmos: 
though involving them as the laws of living structures involve those of 
matter generally, or as the laws of mechanical structure involve those of 
its materials and surrounding conditions. Mechanical structures, living struc- 
tures, artistic and moral structures, are all fittings to ends; and these though 
not absolute accidents (since nothing in the cosmos is absolutely acciden- 
tal), yet relatively to any discoverable principles of the cosmos, are ac- 
cidents. Now, the conditions which determine these several forms of fitness 
are in the cosmos, but the ends are not, — except so far as human imagina- 
tions preconceive them, or as the actualities of constructions in living forms 
in art and in moral character are their embodiment . . . The way to follow 
Nature is to observe the means which, in accordance with the cosmic laws 
or conditions of Nature, and of human natare, are found to be conducive to 
self-sanctioned ends in the higher social or moral life of man, or in his 
reflective social nature . . . 

While, therefore, it is not permissible, in respect to the harmony of 
ideal ends with the outward activities of life, to confound it with those 
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laws of universal nature that are not to be obeyed, since they cannot be 
violated; yet the theoretical fault of this confusion is in some sort compen- 
sated by the practical value and force it has had with many minds of the 
poetic typo . . . Reverence, or at least the poetical form of it, demands 
that power and goodness or moral harmony should exist in actu, in a being 
in real nature, as well as in posse or ideally. Historically, this tendency has 
been of the greatest service to moral advancement.^^ 

Wg find Wright’s di-stinction between the aims of science and 
those of metaphysics reflected at times in the writings of James 
and Peirce, as wc shall have occasion to notice in the next two 
chapters. In his Frinciplcs of Psychology, James found Wright’s 
psycho-zoological “Evolution of Self-Consciousness” correct m ex- 
cluding metaphysics from scientific inquiry. Each science assumes 
as its data elements whose ultunate metaphysical grounding is 
not the concern of scientists. Their task is confined to investigat- 
ing the operations and relations of these elements in diverse 
obseiwational contexts. This positivistic strain is encountered in 
Peirce also: 

It does not belong to the function of a scientific man to ascertain the 
metaphysical essence of laws of nature. On the contrary, tliat task calls for 
talents widely different from those which he requires. Still, the metaphy- 
sician’s account of law ought to be in harmony with the practice of the 
scientific man in discovering the laws; and in the mind of the typical sci- 
entific man, unUoubled by dabbling with metaphysical theories, there will 
grow up a notion of law rooted in his own practice.^® 

Chauncey Wright once told some friends at a party that 
metaphysics was a favorite amusement of his, solving mathema- 
tical problems his favorite occupation. We know that his nihilistic 
theory of metaphysics disturbed those of his philosophical friends 
who expected from metaphysics some answer to the questions; 
Why do we exist? What is the value and purpose of life? Such 
questions, Wright proposed, should be analyzed, freed from am- 
biguities concealed in vague terms like “life,” and considered em- 
pirically: 

I do not feel so confident about your problem, “Why do toe exist?” 
... All the cuds of life are, I am persuaded, within the sphere of fife, and 
are in the last analysis, or liighest generalization, to be found in the preser- 
vation, continuance, and increase of life itself, in all its quantities of rank, 
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intensity, and number which exists — ^"for what,” do you ask? Why, for 
nothing, to be sure! Quite gratuitously. Does any one seriously expect to be 
answered in any other terms than those in which tire question could be 
rationally framed? Are any ends suggested out of tire sphere of bfe itself? 

The social value of questions is, indeed, a matter we might overlook 
in a too serious purpose to find their answers. The social value of the 
weather is nothing to thciis; and insoluble questions have a permanent 
value of this sort. Religions arc founded on them. 

Still in the mterest of sober inquisitiveness, it might be worth while 
to root out some of these questions for the sake of others more genuine. 
Let the questions of the uses of life, then, be put in this shape: To what 
ascertainable form or phase of life is this or that other form of life valu- 
able or serviceable? ... I am more than half persuaded that most, if not 
all, of the puzzles of metaphysics, may be reduced to unconscious puns, 
or unseen ambiguities in terms. Now, “life” means in common discourse 
two things very diEerent, but easily confounded. We sometimes mean by 
"life” what is comprised in the plans, purposes, inquisitions, and aspira- 
tions that make ambition and the zests of curiosity and anticipation so large 
a part of the conscious life of youth. Well, if for any cause (an indigestion, 
for example), the strength and zest that went in search of these goods of life 
happen to fail, we say we have tried life, and exhausted its resources! It has 
no more value for us. We are ready to die! If we meditate suicide, it is 
not our duty to others, nor tire rights others may have in our lives, that 
should restrain us. We are more irrational than to merely forget the claims 
of conscience. We suffer from a mental indigestion. We have not solved 
the ambiguities of u'ords. Tire life we would attack is not the culprit. The 
kind of dying which a wise moralist would enjoin us is the death of the 
unsatisfied anticipations, curiosities, ambitions, which, fixed as habits, still 
linger, and distress the soul, since the strength and zest have failed which 
could give then further fruition. But these forms of life die without sacri- 
ficing one’s usefulness or duties to others, or without cutting oft a host of 
resources which come in old age to make "life” quite tolerable . . . But 
the true philosophical way is to look on life as it is, as somewhat broader 
than the fading pictures, plans, and purposes which you have mistaken for 
it, and as consisting in more than that set of inveterate habits which you 
call yoiu'self. The death you should desire is the death of those desires, 
which, like all unsupported or no longer .satisfied impulses of habit or in- 
stinet.s have become pains. Work in other channels, and thus immolate 
yourself, .and you will not find an end of life desirable. Life in this wider 
sense is neither good nor evil; but the theatre of possible goods and evils.^“ 

Such dispassionate objectivity in Wright’s philosophical atti- 
tude led William James to characterize him as follows: 

Never in a human head was contemplation more separated from de- 
sire, For to Wright’s mode of looking at the universe such ideas as pessimism 
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or optimism were alike simply in-elevant. Whereas most men’s interest in a 
thought is proportional to its possible relation Co human destiny, with him 
it was almost the reverse. When the mere actuality of phenomena will 
suffice to describe them, he held it pure excess and superstition to speak of a 
metaphysical whence or whither, of a substance, a meaning, or an end . . . 

lie particularly condemned the idea of substance as a metaphysictil 
idol. When it was objected to him there must be some principle of oneness 
in the diversity of phenomena — some glue to hold them together ... he 
would reply that there is no need of a glue to join things unless we appre- 
hend some reason why they .should fall asunder. Phenomena arc gi ouped — 
more we cannot say of them.'' '^ 

James offered liis “will-to-believe” doctrine as an antidote 
for what he dubbed the “anti-religions” teacliing of this neutral 
scientific skepticism and “nihilism” of Wright’s, and had put for- 
ward his views in the paper “Against Nihilism.” Wright’s reply 
to James defines nicely and profoundly the philosophical posi- 
tion which made him such “an educative influence upon the 
minds of all of us who enjoyed his intimacy,” as Peirce acknowl- 
edged. “After all,” Wright argued, “nihilism is rather a discipline 
than a positive doctrine; an exorcism of the vague; a criticism of 
questions which by habit have passed beyond the real practical 
grounds of causes of question. Common sense is opposed only so 
far as common sense is not critical.” 

Both Peirce and James acknowledged their personal debt 
to Chauncey Wright’s stimulating talk and participation in die 
discussions of the Metaphysical Club. James said tliat Wright did 
his “best work in conversation,” and Peirce confesses to the dia- 
lectical “pummeling” he received at die hands of Wright, whose 
fidelity to his neutral and “nihilistic” method of naturalistic em- 
piricism stands in contrast to their less sober, more speculative 
intellectual ventures. For Peirce was led by his absorption in 
Duns Scotus and Hegel to some dubious transcendental specula- 
tions fn which a priori metaphysical categories served as the un- 
derpinning of scientific method. It must be said, on the other 
hand, diat Peirce’s more solid speculations concerning such topics 
as the logic of relations and the staUstical character of physical 
laws had a more far-reaching influence on twentieth-century 
thought than Wright’s over-cautious Baconian refusal to indulge 
in any “anticipations of nature.” Critical philosophy ought not 
to pre-empt the domain of philosophic thought, which may with 
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logical impunity offer speculative views as hypotheses; without 
hypotheses no advances in scientific philosophy aie possible. 

Chauncey Wright would not have had any influence on Amer- 
ican philosophy if he had meant by the neutrality of scientific 
method to defend a sophisticated loim of scornful indifference 
or blanket skepticism with regard to traditional moral, theologi- 
cal, and metaphysical questions. He was not the sort of scientific 
specialist who in spare moments permits himself to get drawn 
into a philosophical discussion about the remote implications of his 
scientific researches, and then, finding no prospect of a tangible 
solution, withdraws into his narrower field. There were, of course, 
minute studies in mathematics, physical theory, botany, zoology, 
and psychology which Wiight undertook while eldng out a living 
as a computer for the Nautical Almanac; but all the biographical 
evidence" indicates that his predominant interest and favorite 
topics of discussion were speculative or metaphysical, the latter 
representing a mixture of logical and psychological problems. 
What was remarkable about his manner of speculation was its 
thoroughgoing scientific character, its close attention to the mean- 
ings of terms, to the methods of proof employed, and to the many 
empirical details which differentiate the diverse complexities of 
nature. His apt expression for this empirical diversity, “cosmic 
weather,” did not imply any inherent ontological indeteiminate- 
ness in things themselves, but ratlier a radical pluralism grourrded 
in the complexity of nature and in man’s many-sided evolved in- 
terests, practical, aesthetic, and scientific. Wright assimilated eth- 
ics with the practical, religion with the aesthetic, and insisted on 
regarding scientific and cosmological theories as hypotheses to 
be purged of any ethical or aesdietic, religious or transcendental 
bias. 

To Wright’s empirical and discriminating mind, 

religion and morality are both realized in the practical nature of man, in 
character, in the fashioning of his volitions and desires . . . An irreligious 
man is, then, first, one who acknowledges no supreme ends or objects; or, 
secondly, one who though he acknowledges, does not habitually submit his 
will to such a power ... An immoral man is, then, one who does not ob- 
serve habitually and consistently any principles of conduct: eidier, first, from 
infirmity of purpose or want of discipline; or, secondly, from pure selfishness^ 

* See Appendix A. 
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or a disregard of generally desirable ends . . . Religious and moral duties 
are often indistinguishable. But religious duties, or acts which are believed 
to be religious duties, come to be distinguished from others by the pre- 
dominance of two marks; first, their absolute or unconditional character; 
second, their inutility, or the immediacy of the relation of act to object or 
end. Besides such immediate and unconditional or religious duties, civili- 
!;ation creates a host of others, and many other motives to their ob.servance 
. . . The above discriminations are independent of any theory, utilitarian 
or other, of the source of moral and religious convictions, and are designed 
to show that religion and morality arc definable and di.stingui.shablc inde- 
pendently of creeds and codes. This is the same as Mill’s position."^ 

These logical distinctions were laid down in a letter to his friend, 
the practical, positivistic Charles Eliot Norton. Addressing the 
speculative theologian, Reverend Francis Ellin gwood Abbot, 
Wright adopted a diherent approach to the same subject, though 
he stiU maintained that morals and religion were independent 
of theoretical or scientific knowledge; “I have always believed 
that the really essential positions of morals and religion could be 
sustained on the lower’ ground of common-sense, — on what men 
generally understand and believe independently of their philo- 
sophical theories.” 

2. wbight’s critique of f. e. abbot’s transcendentalism 

■ Wright’s way of regarding religion and morals as independ- 
ent of theological theories, stemmed from the pluralism of the 
Kantian philosophy of Hamilton which sharply set limits to sci- 
ence and the speculative use of reason in order to make room for 
the ethics of good will and religious faith. These were the main 
topics of Wright’s correspondence with a theistic and metaphysi- 
cal critic of Ilamilton’s Kantism, Francis Ellingwood Abbot, who 
through his admirer Peirce became hnked to the founders of 
pragmatism as an occasional member of the Metaphysical Club. 
This correspondence serves to throw into sharp relief Wright’s view 
of the relation of science to ethical and religious values which 
constituted the central philosophical issue of the Darwinian con- 
troversy. 

Francis Elhngwood Abbot (1836-1903) was a Harvard 
classmate of Peirce, who called him “one of the strongest thinkers 
I ever encountered.” On learning of Wright’s death in 1875, 
Peirce proposed to William James a memorial volume; “His mem- 
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ory deserves it for he did a great deal for every one of us. I don’t 
speak of the philosophical canaille, but I mean you, Frank Abbot, 
and myself.” 

The intellectual relations of Wright to Abbot are found in 
the series of letters between them beginning in 1864. Abbot was 
tlien a lespected Unitaiian clergyman at Dover, New Hampshire, 
three years before he Iregan to have diflSculties witlr his more 
orthodox colleagues which culminated in litigation^'' and aban- 
donment of his profession. He was one of the foundeis of the 
“Free Religious Association,” a group of positivists who wished 
to establish their own church. Abbot’s Scientific Theism was pub- 
lished in 1885 and was followed two years later by a one-year 
appointment as instmetor in philosophy at Harvard, when Josiah 
Royce was on leave of absence.® 

Abbot had written an article on “The Philosophy of Space 
and Time” for the North American Review of July 1864, and had 
sent a copy of it to Wright for his criticisms, probably because 
he knew of Wright’s one-time espousal of Hamilton’s theories. 
Wright replied (December 20, 1864) that the essay “has pleased 
me very much by its beautiful philosophical style and admirable 
clearness, and it seems to me to evmce very great metaphysical 
ability.” That Wright was not merely being polite is clear from 
his repeating this high opinion of Abbot in his subsequent letters 
to his close friends, the Nortons.^^ 

Wright’s first criticism is of Abbot’s defense of intellectual 
intuition or “supeisensuous reason” (against Hamilton and Kant) 
as a distinct faculty of knowledge. Hamilton did not ignore tire 
matter as Abbot presumes, says Wright, but expressly rejected 
such a faculty of knowledge 

as not wall-anted by an analysis of the mind and its contents; and the differ- 
ence between his [Hamilton’s] doctiine and that of all his opponents rests 
ultimately in their psychological analyses ... It seems to me, therefore, 
that the justness of your criticism of Hamilton turns on the coriectness of 
your preceding psychological analysis of Space and Time as rational ideas, 
in which you assume a faculty capable of attributing to these relations the 
negative notions of infinity and incomposite unity. The existence of such a 
faculty is the only real question between you and Hamilton.^® 

“ On the Royce-Abbot affair, see Appendix G. 
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There is a historical connection between this discussion and 
Peirce’s important attack on immediate knowledge or intuition- 
ism in his “Questions Concerning Certain Faculties Claimed for 
Man” in the Journal of Speculative Philosophy, II (1868). In 
this article, Peirce, like Wright, interprets Kant’s forms of intui- 
tion (Space and Time) as forms of “a mental process — ‘the Syn- 
thesis der Apprehension in der Anschauung.’ ” Peirce had been 
holding long daily discussions with Wright on Kant for nearly 
two years. Wright did not develop his own empirical theory of 
the “Evolution of Self-Consciousness” until 1872-73, but both he 
and Peirce had been set since 1860 on counteracting the neo- 
Kantian theories of knowledge Iry a naturalistic theory of the 
evolution of consciousness and the dependence of knowledge 
on the use of signs. 

The same strictures on the Kantian forms of intuition which 
prevent us from regarding them when devoid of sensory content 
as empirical knowledge, Wi-ight said, in defense of his own un- 
derstanding of Kant against that of Abbot, apply to intuition 
when called a faculty of self-consciousness or moral knowledge. 
“The supersensuous reason as a faculty of thought and laiowledge 
is an invention of the rationalists to account for tire belief we have 
in an unconditional, unimaginable reality, but this invention 
Hamilton regards as unnecessary, and therefore unwarranted.” 

Two years after this discussion. Abbot, who was now con- 
demned by his fellow churchmen as a “radical,” sent Wright a 
paper entitled “The Radical’s Theology,” whose contents we can 
surmise from Wright’s criticisms. Abbot had apparently used an 
argument, similar to that of Chadbourne, which nrade it neces- 
sary to start from some metaphysical absolute but unproved 
ground of consciousness, just as it is necessary in geometry to 
start with unproved axioms. Wright’s reply is important for the 
history of logic, as well as for an understanding of the extent of 
his empiricism. Wright maintained, in line with Hume and Mill, 
tlrat geometric axioms like those of any deductive system of rea- 
soning are demonstrable not deductively but inductively, and 
because they rest on induction, have only a limited field of appli- 
cation, Hence, no metaphysical appeal to axioms can serve as a 
logical support for tire absolutely universal metaphysical axioms 
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of theology. No metaphysical theory of consciousness is needed 
to account for human or animal or organic consciousness of any 
observable form. Abbot’s metaphysical theory of consciousness 
as a “higher mode of being” and of physical force or uncon- 
sciousness as a “lower” mode assumes falsely an absolute sense 
of a “higher” and nonexistent opposition between conscious- 
ness and force, Love and Fate. Against these transcendental 
ideas, Wright’s empiricism asserted; “No real fate or necessity 
is indeed manifested anywhere in the universe, — only a phe- 
nomenal regularity.”''*^ 

Science knows nothing about creation, as Abbot’s scientific 
theology pictends. “What indeed do we know,” Wright asks Ab- 
bot, “about the creation of organic beings, except perhaps that 
they began to exist on the earth within a hmited time, and that 
various races have succeeded one another? To ascribe to creation 
the possession of various powers as means to ends is to put an 
anthropological interpretation upon it, is to describe creation as 
a manufacture.”''*^ 

Thus Wright, consistent 'with his defense of British empir- 
icism after his conversion to Darwin, never failed to treat evo- 
lution as a scientific hypothesis about phenomena within tlie 
limited range of man’s observations, affording no logical basis 
for antlrropocentric metaphysics or theology everr when offered 
by religious positivists like Abbot. Xbe positivists’ ethics and re- 
ligion of humanity, Wright argued, should be dissociated from 
their speculative tlieism, and from tlieir confusion of the lan- 
guage of morals with that of natural science, owing to tlieir fail- 
ure to discriminate what Wright is wilhng to call the “moral and 
spiritual facts of religion” from tlie neutral tei'ms of science. 

That ‘the mystciious Power of the Universe’ really does manifest 
mental and spiritual powers at least in men and animals, is a fact which 
science fully recognizes; and that these powers are by far the most interest- 
ing, to the moral and religious nature of man, of all the phenomena of 
nature, Is the fact with which religion is chiefly concerned. 

I have tried in the above [letter] to sketch briefly the method in which 
true science should approach these questions, avoiding as far as possible the 
terms which have attached to them good and bad meanings in place of 
scientific distinctness, — terms which have a moral connotation as well as 
a scientific one . . . 'Words have ‘reputations’ as well as other authorities, 
and there is a tyranny in their reputations even more fatal to freedom 
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of thought. True science deals with nothing but questions of facts, — and in 
terms, if possible, which shall not determine beforehand how we ought to 
feel about the facts; for this is one of the most certain and fatal means of 
corrupting evidence. If the facts are determined, and, as far as may be, free 
from moral biases, then practical science comes in to determine what, in 
view of the facts, our feelings and rules of condirct ought to be; but prac- 
tical science has no inherent postulates any more than speculative science. 
Its rrltimate grounds arc the particirlar goods or ends of human life.'’^ 


This is as sober and lucid a statement of the objectivity or neu- 
trality of science, of the tentative, relative, pluralistic foundations 
of both science and ethics, as one can find in American philo- 
sophical literature of the nineteenth century. 

In his next letter to Abbot, who evidently Icei^t pressing 
Wright on his phenomcnalistic pluralism, Wright conceded a 
point drat Peirce had also urged concerning the inadequacy of 
tire law of association to explain the evolution of knowledge. 
Wright agreed with Abbot that the mere law of association does 
not provide an adequate foundation for an experientialist theory 
of the process of cognition : “This process is not determined solely 
by the laws of association among the elements of the primitive ex- 
pressions. There is always an a priori, or mnemonic element in- 
volved.“* This functional a priori is a product of the use of signs 
and habits of memory acquired by one’s education and training. 
Though relations are not intuited by sense without judgment, we 
must distinguish intuitive from abstract cognition.^" 

To Abbot’s question: Is not Idealism “the very negation of 
objective science?” Wright replied, and repeated the answer later 
in his notes on Peirce’s review of Frazer’s edition of Berkeley, 
that Berkeley’s Idealism docs not deny the existence of objects, 
but redefines them as immaterial entities. The important point 
is that the idealistic metaphysics is as alien to scientific knowl- 
edge as any other metaphysic: “There is nothing in positive sci- 
ence, or the study of phenomena and their laws, which Idealism 
conflicts with. (See Berkeley). Astronomy is just as real a science, 
as true an account of phenomena and their laws, if phenomena 
are only mental states, as on any other theory.” 

Of theistic speculations concerning the existence of God and 
immortality, no matter how "scientific” they are alleged to be by 
positivistic dieists like Abbot, the verdict of neutral science is, 
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according lo Wright, “Not proven.” But he hastened to add, 
“Atheism is speculatively as unfounded as theism, and practically 
can only spiing from bad motives. I mean, of course, dogmatic 
atheism. A bigoted atheist seems to me to be the meanest and 
nanowest of men. In fact, practical considerations determine 
that a state of .suspended judgment on these themes is the state 
of stable equilibrium . . . Practical grounds are really the basis 
of belief in the doctiines of theology.” 

It was precisely against this slate of suspended judgment 
that William James later urged his “will to believe,” condemn- 
ing Wright’s position as “nihilistic” though he agreed with Wright 
that tire main function of rchgion was the practical one (in tire 
Kantian sense) of supporting ethical character. 

Knowing of Ablrot’s personal predicament irr being com- 
pelled to abandon his profession as a Unitarian minister, Wright 
offered the following consolation and advice, based on the view 
drat religious instruction should be primarily ethical ratlier than 
metaphysical: 

I hope you will be able to continue as a religious instructor, to exem- 
plify how irrelevant metaphysics really are to the clergyman’s true influence, 
— quite as much .so, I think, as to that of the scientific thinker. The pursuit 
of philosophy ought to be a side study. Nothing so much justifies that 
shameful assumption by ecclesiastical bodies of control over speculative 
opinions as the inconsiderate preaching of such opinions, in place of the 
warnings, encouiagements, sympathies, and persuasion of the true religious 
instractor. The lessons which he has to deliver are really very easy to under- 
stand, hut haid lo live up to. To help to live up to die true ideals of life 
seems to me the noblest, if not the only, duty of the preacher.®® 

The last letter we have from Wright to Abbot was in answer 
to the latter’s request to contribute an article on “The Religious 
Aspects of Positivism” to a volume to be published by the Free 
Religious Association in the spring of 1869. Wright declined for 
reasons that explain why Wright never wrote any book on phi- 
losophy, which he regarded as a Socratic art: 

A cold thesis, served in a book, does not incite the speculative appe- 
tite with me; and I confess to the heartiest sympathy with Plato’s prefer- 
ence for a man, who can question and answer, rather than for a book, 
which must say much at random, or demand an artisd s skill and imagination 
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in the writer. One of the most important of the teacher’s or preacher’s 
qualifications, yet one of the rarest, is a knowledge of the hearer’s mind, so 
that his discourse may answer to something, or else raise clear and profitable 
questions. Most philosophical books, lectures, and sermons seem to me 
either mechanical performances, or else the offspring of subtile vanity and 
deshe for intellectual sympathy. Let one persuade many, and he becomes 
confirmed and convinced, and cares for no better evidence , . . The majority 
of audiences and readers judge by texts and phrases, and apply the touch- 
stone of magical words, — and so think they think. 

Experience and the extension of science are belter teachers 
of mankind, Wright concluded, than the rhetorical writings of 
philosophers; “Men will not agree in the fashions of their dress, 
in manners, or ‘beliefs,’ till reduced to the naked facts of experi- 
ence; and the precepts and methods of modern science, every 
day extended to new fields of mquiry, will in these, I believe, do 
more to invigorate and correct the human understanding than 
all the essays of all the philosophers.” 

Wright’s neutral positivism was not antimetaphysical (as 
Mach and Stallo in their reactions to neo-Kantianism were), but 
nonmetaphysical. By this I mean tliat he regarded science as in- 
different to older philosophical speculation in tlie sense illustrated 
by Wright in his letters to Abbot. “Why are we Protestants rather 
than Catholics, Unitarians rather than Orthodox, radicals rather 
than reactionists? Certainly not for the kind of reason which 
makes us Newtonians.” ■*“ Wright’s argument, if it is still as valid 
as I think it is, would be ruinous to the coirtemporary tendency 
of totalitarian political philosophers to control science as well as 
religion. Wright qualified his positivism by insisting that scien- 
tific philosophy 

must be a system of the universal methods, hypotheses, and principles 
which are founded on them [the growing sciences], and if not a universal 
science in an absolute sen.se, yet must be co-extensive with actual knowl- 
edge, and exhibit the consilience of the sciences. But while positivism ignores 
religion in the narrower sense of the word, — that is, the body thereof, — it 
nevertheless unlike the old atheism, does not reject the religious spirit. It is 
rather constrained — not for itself, but tlirough the earnest practical charac- 
ters of many of its disciples — to yield some worthy object to religious de- 
votion, which they tliink they find in the interests of humanity. But this is 
an affair of character, not of intelligence. If you define the end of philoso- 
phy to be the attainment of religious objects and trudis, then positivism is 
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no philosophy, 'ihe tL'ligion of positivism is iio p.iit of its philosophy, but is 
only a Tclioinn whirh consists with its ligid metliods and restiamts. Mi. Mill 
m.untJitis that sndi a religion is not only possible, but has actually con- 
tiollcd the liM s and tormed the chaiactcis of men of this way of thinking.’W 

Soiiif'tliiito ol till' .spit it of this religion of character devoted 
to the inlcrcst.s of liuinaiiity, consistent with and yet no part of 
a rigoidiis scientific philo.sophy, appeared to have influenced Ab- 
fiol and I’eiret*; however, the former was led by his “Inner 
l.igiit" “ to found a new ehnreh, and the latter to an apocalyptic 
vision of evnlulioiituy love, which a knowing historian of Amer- 
ican leligions thought has assimilated to Unitarianism, because it 
‘was a moie sophisticated formulation than Fiske’s of the faith 
in natural progicss tlivough the growth of mind.” 

:i. W lUf, fit’s DEl'EN’SE OF DARWItST AND SCIENTIFIC 
NEUTnALITY 

The most interesting of the items among the papers of 
Wright at Northampton is the scries of eight letters from Darwin 
whieti ended only in the year of Wright’s death. The coiTespond- 
onee began when Wright sent Darwin a copy of liis long, criti- 
cal review of an tmti-Danvinian book. The Genesis of Species 
(1871,5, by a Jesuit trained in physiology and law, St. George 
hfivart. Nlivart attacked Darwin’s work as “unscientific,” and 
also as morally dttngerous for omitting the Divine power as a 
factor in evulutioii. Ilis casuistic position is evident in an anony- 
mous revit'w of Danvin’s Descent of Man which he wrote for the 
firitish Quarlerlij Review, concludiirg with a typically dogmatic 
declaration that the liiological investigations of Darwin (whom 
he classifies as a “physicist”) are erroneous because they are 
hiised cm a false nietaphysic: 

Mr. Datvvin’h errors aie raaiuly due to a radically false metaphysical 
svstom in which he seems (like so many other physicists) to become en- 
tangled. Wirtiuut a .sound philosophical basis, however, no satisfactory sci- 
entific snpcr.stniclure can ever be reared; and if hfr. Darwin’s failure should 
!e.ul to an increase of philosophic culture on the part of physicists we may 
tlwTcitt find some consolation for the injurious effects which his work is 
hlciy to produce on too many of our half-educated classes. We sincerely 
trust Mr. Darwin may yet live to furnish us with another work, which, 
while enriching physical science, shall not, with needless opposition, set at 
naught the first principles of both philosophy .and religion.*'^' 
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Nodiing could have been more opposed to Wright’s neutral 
conception of scientific inquiry than such a declaration, and per- 
haps it led Wright to emphasize repeatedly in all of his suhsc- 
c|uent reviews the importance of preserving scientific qnestions 
free from a priori metaphysical partisanship. It was Mivart’s scho- 
lastic and dialectical method of discussing Darwin, like most 
queries about the theistic or atheistic character of physical hy- 
potheses (for example, those of Copernicus or Buffon), which 
Wright regarded as fruitless for further scientific progress, 
tentative and groping as that progress might be. 

Mivart included in his attack on Darwin’s work as scieutifi- 
cally unsound the argument that it overlooked the abrupt varia- 
tions of species manifest in “accidents” and “spontaneous genera- 
tion.” The spontaneous production of life by chemical synthesis 
out of inorganic elements, Wright argued in his lengthy reply, is 
just as speculative as Darwin’s theory of pangenesis, based on the 
hypothesis of gemmules or vital molecules; but Darwin’s view 
at least recognizes the empirical continuity between living and 
inorganic phenomena and the experimental difficulty of reduc- 
ing living fonms to the physical or chemical order of forces, as 
then known. Thomas Huxley had aheady attacked Mivart’s theo- 
logical bias by quoting Suarez’s views on biology and showing 
how unfaithful Mivart was to his scholastic authorities. But this 
was a tour de force, and Darwin, as the correspondence shows, 
was more impressed by Wright’s scientific arguments against 
Mivart. The latter was a strong adversary because he considered 
evolutionary biology as essentially a branch of physical science; 
since “natural selection” claimed to be a law operative in nature 
but not reducible to the laws of physical science, Mivart could 
attack it as unscientific without apparently bringing in the real 
theological grounds of his opposition. 

Wright attacked Mivart’s shaiqi and absolute scholastic dis- 
tinction Iretween “accidents” and “essential” forms of life, which 
supported the view of abmpt rather than evolutionary variations. 
Mivart’s “accidents,” Wright argued, are relative to our ignorance 
of how determinate causes concur within the limits of what turns 
out historically and empirically to be useful to the whole race. 
Natural selection depends on such normal variations as are useful 
for group survival, not on the minute chance ones that may have 
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utility only for an individual. No species lias absolute constancy 
of clianicters. But sonic of Wiight’s arguments, namely, those 
based on Iramarckiani.sm, are not as pertinent today as the 
metliodologieal principles which he brought to bear heavily and 
elicelivi'h' on the arguments lietwccn the scientific view of evo- 
lution and its tlu-ological interpretations. 

Tn ciilli’f I loi^ctlicr ill one place all that can be said for an hypothesis, 
and 111 aiiolher all dial can be said against it, is at best a clumsy and iiicon- 
\eiiieiil iiH lliiid nl ilisi iissioii, die iiatiiud lesiilfs of which may best bo seen 
ill the pu sent (,onilUi(in ot llieological and religious docliines. These prac- 
tieil I .iiiMdeiatiniis aie (it the utmost importance for the attainment of the 
end fit SMI iitilie piiisutl, which is not to aiiive at decisions or judgments 
that die pmhably tine only on the whole and in the long run; but is the 
dist’ii\ei\ of the real triidis of naluie, foi which science can afford to wait, 
and [ai which siispeiKled judgments aie the soundest substitutes.'is 

Mis art’s theistic arguments were shared by no less a scien- 
tist tluiu Louis Agassiz, who joined the CathoHc adversaries of 
Darwin (Mivart, Orestes Brownson, et al.) by labeling his views 
a tempoiary “mania,” as late as 1867; 

My recent studios have made me more adverse than ever to the new 
scientific doctrine [of Darwin] . . . This sensational zeal leminds me of 
what I esporicnced as a young man in Geimany, when the physio-pluloso- 
phy of CJken tiail iiiv.ided ev’eiy centei of scientific activity; and yet what is 
theie lift of it? I trust to outlive this mania also,'*® 

Methodology is always in the foreground of ’Wright’s crili- 
c;i! resiews. fu a notice of the si.\th edition of Dai-win’s Origin 
of Spcciry' he suggested that the discussion of rival hypotheses 
on die caust's of biological evolution might profit from die his- 
tory of tfie methods that had been fruitful in astronomy and ge- 
ology.'* By that date (1872) the general Darwinian idea of evo- 
fuliuiiary cluuige of species had passed beyond the speculative 
stage of mere liypotfiesis, despite the unscientific and rhetorical 
opposition of theistic critics: 

There Iiave grown up general methods of investigation and discussion 
which prescribe limits and precautions for hypothesis and inference; and, 
more than all, for the conduct of debate on scientific subjects that have been 
of the greatest value to the progress of science . . . These methods are 
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analogous in their purposes to the general rules in courts of law, and con- 
stitute the principles of method in experimental philosophy, oi in philosophy 
founded on the sciences of observation. They serve to protect an investiga- 
tion from prejudice. •'■2 

Metliodologists like Wright have helped to free .scientific 
mc'thnd from .some of the theological and metaphysictil impedi- 
niciit.s of their times. Even though we camiot crc’dit him with 
discovering any specific scientific laws, Wright’s methodological 
ideas bore concretely on the scope and limitations of tlie mathe- 
matical-physical sciences, on the promotion of Darwin’s work in 
biology, and on psychology (where “mysticism still reigns”'''*) in 
the United States, at a time when the teaching of the.se sciences 
was struggling to liberate itself from domination hy theological 
and a priori metaphysical thinking. 

Wright was not a l>iologist, but he concentrated his dia- 
lectical fire against the reading into Darwin’s detailed biological 
evidence of any metaphysical, theological, or ethical thesis, espe- 
cially of tire sort that came from either spiritualistic or material- 
istic post-Kantian German philo.sophy. This was not because 
Wright was indifferent to metaphysical or etlrical questions; all 
his published and unpublished writings and correspondence are 
ample evidence to the contrary. His isolation of scientific method 
from metaphysical speculation and ethical sentiment followed 
Kant’s pluralistic conception of the diverse activities of the hu- 
mair mind. Wright’s pluralism, how’cver, was less static than 
Kant’s. He held that the adaptive features of the mind are in- 
separable from its genetic evolution, in which it ha.s developed 
from the primary and single function of aiding physical survival 
to the multiple acquired functions of communication, intellec- 
tual exploration, and ethical behavior. 

Darwin’s reply to Wriglit’s C'uthnsiiistie defense of his po- 
sition was not unnaturally highly complimentary. 

Down, Bockonliam, Kent 
July 14, 1871 

My dear Sir, 

I have hardly ever in my life read an article which lias given me so 
much satisfaction as the Review which you have been so kind as to send me. 
I agree to almost evcrytliing you say. Your memory must be wonderfully 
accurate, for you know my works as well as I do myself, and your power of 
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gruspiiig otlicr men’s thoughts is something cpite suiprising, and this, as far 
as my eKperience goes, is a very rare quality. As I read on I perceived how 
you must have ae(|uired this power, viz., by thoroughly analyzing each 
word. — I believe Mr. Mivart to be a thoroughly inaccurate man; but he was 
educated as a lawyer and seems to me to plead, as if retained by a client. 

detec tt‘d in two places that he gives the commencement of a sentence 
or paiagiapli and by omitting the rest attacks my meaning. A Review has 
just aijpeaied in niir Quarterly, evidently by Mivait, and cutting me into 
ininceuu-.il. U seems to me that you appreciate his kind of intellect with 
gre.it tiuth."'* 

The rest of Uiirwin’.s letter was a request, which Wright was very 
happy to grant, that he be permitted to reprint at his own ex- 
pt'iise Wright’.s review of Miv'art’s Genesis of Species. In response 
to this cordial welcome of support, Wright sent Darwin his paper 
on Phvllotaxy, about which Darwin had inquired in a post- 
script."' Phvllotaxis is an application of elementary mathematics 
to a theory of the origin and use of the arrangement of leaves 
around their stems. Wright devoted a great deal of time and 
writing to it, It is the theme of a five-page article’’” he contributed 
in 1859 to Rxinkle’s Mathematical Monthly,^’’ the first mathemati- 
cal monthly to appear in the United States; Wright was a charter 
member and sponsor, made several short mathematical contribu- 
tions, and served on the board of judges to award prizes for the 
solution of problems. 

Phyllota.xy hud been suggested speculatively in 1790 by 
Cloetlic's essay on the spiral tendency in the development or 
metamorphosis of plants.’"’’* It was worked out mathematically 
in 1884-35 by I he German vitalists Karl F. Schimper and his 
disciple Alexander Braun,’'’’" These German systematists opposed 
Darwin’s theory of descent (as well as the atomic theory) be- 
cause it conflicted with their own idealistic Naturphilosophie, 
which subordinated empirical and observable facts to the more 
satisfying intuitions of the mathematical fomis of development 
from within. When Danvin’s work appeared, Schimper expressed 
himself as follows; “Danvin’s doctrine of breeding is, as I dis- 
covered at once and could not help perceiving more and more, 
the most short-sighted possible, most stupidly mean and brutal, 
much more paltry than the tesselated atoms with which a modem 
buffoon and hired forger has tried to entertain us.” And his 
more logical and thorough disciple, Braun, who thought he could 
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reconcile phyllotaxis with Schleideii’s discovery of the cell, con- 
cluded his vitalistic attack on Daradn: “The inadequacy of the 
so-cailcd physical view of nature as compared with the teleolog- 
ical is therefore most felt in the domain of organic nature, where 
special purpose in the phenomena of life appears everywhere in 
great distinctness.” Schleidcn himself rejected the vitalistic view 
of phyllotaxis as contrary to Iris own views of plant morphology 
and development: “All lines and surfaces which occur in organ- 
ized bodies are curved, and almost always so iiTegulaiiy that a 
geometrical definition of them is at present out of the question.” 

After Darwin’s work appeared, Wright tried to show that 
the spirals and arithmetic formulas (continuous fractions) of 
phyllotaxis could be given an empirical and evolutionary interpre- 
tation. He discarded the a priori spiritualistic metaphysics of the 
German school; and secondly, he combined the genetic charac- 
ters (overemphasized in the preforma tionist developmental theo- 
ries) with adaptive characters due to natural selection. Natural 
selection could explain empirically how plants whose leaves are 
arranged to ensure the maximum exposure to moisture and sun- 
light have a greater chance to survive than plants whose vas- 
cular and leaf arrangements are too compact. 

Daiwin expressed appreciation of Wright’s paper on Phyl- 
lotaxy, but he was puzzled by the mathematical and the “philo- 
sophical” parts 


April 6, 1872 

I have read your paper with great interest, both the philosophical and 
.special parts. I have not been able to understand all the mathematical rea- 
soning; for irrational angles produce a corresponding effect on my mind. 
Ncv'erthe.less I have been able to follow the general argument, and I am 
delighted to ha\'e. a cloud of darkness largely removed. It is a great thing to 
be able to assign reasons why certain angles do not occur, or occur rarely. 
I have felt the difficulty of the case for some dozen years, ever since Fal- 
coner threw it in my teeth. Your memoir must have been a laborious under- 
taking, and I congratulate you on its completion. The illustration taken from 
leaves of genetic and adaptive characters seems to mo excellent as indeed 
are many points in your paper. 

You sent me 3 copies, and after reflection, I have sent one to “Nature,” 
as one of the editors is a botanist and may notice it; the second I have sent 
to the Linnean Society, as most botanists belong to it. I will lend my own 
to Mr. Airy (the son of the Astronomer Royal) who has attended to phyl- 
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ItUaxy >iud ulw expn'Sicd a wish lo read youv paper. I sent you some time 
■a"0 niy new c'diliou of ihe Origin which I hope you have received, but pray 
do not aekuowledge it. 

liclii’vi! me, my dc'ar Sir 

Youis very .sincerely, 

Charles Darwin. 


P..S. [ li.uo braid that Mr. Mivart will an.swcr, I .suppose satiiically, your 
pani|>hli't m the Topidar Science Hovicw, the April number, which ought 
now to he pulilislird. Do you cvei .s(“c Fra.sei’s Magazine? There is a .slart- 
itig aitirlr on Divinity and Daiwiuism, by I suppose, Y. L. Stevens, who 
lu.urird otic ot the Miss Thackciays. 

Ill his first letter of July 14, 1871, Darwin also coiisultecl 
Wright on the application of the theory of natural selection to the 
evolution of language. The theologians’ philological views were 
rationalistic, and assumed that men had consciously built up use- 
ful couibinutions of sound into words. Darwin here took the view 
that changes in language occur gradually by what he called “un- 
con.scious selection.” The great naturalist, who was not given to 
flattering, says in tliis same letter to Wright: “As your mind is 
so clear, and as you consider so carefully the meaning of words, 
I wish vou would take some incidental occasion to consider when 
a thing may properly he said to he effected by the will of man.” 

This dheussion of “unconscious selection” in the evolution 
of luiigiiage wa.s followed less than a year later by Wright’s natu- 
ralistic account of "The Evolution of Self-Consciousness” in terms 
of the associalioii of symbols with remembered actions. “Self- 
con.scioii.sncss,” we must remember, was the pet term of post-Kan- 
tiaii and Hegelian nu'tuphysicians who had little regard and 
much scorn lor ml individualistic psychology which did not re- 
llcet the “objective mind” of social mores and institutions. 

Wright’s application of Darwin’s views lo language aJid 
it.s role in human reasoning, as well as to the natural ori- 
gins of “sclf-conscion.sne.s.s,” influenced both William James and 
Charles I’circe. This can he seen by comparing Wright’s views, 
as Perry lia.s,"^ with those of James in the latter’s early essay on 
“Brute and Human Intellect” (1878), and with Peirce’s paper in 
the John Hopkins Studies in Logic. Did not James in his psy- 
chology accept Wright’s insistence on the empirically irreducible 
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differences between animal and liuinan manifestations of intelli- 
geirce? James’s whole pliilosophical view that the elements of 
immediate experience are nol reducible to either the purely men- 
tal or the purely physical, his pluralism, in other words, appears 
in Wright as follows; “Alatter and mind co-exist. Tlicre are no sei- 
cntiBe princijDles l)y which either can be determined to be the 
cause of the otlicr.” 

Tlio logical principles on which Wright rested his ease 
against both the spiritualistie and the materialistic meta])hvsie.s 
of mind become most clearly explicit in his review of MeCosh’s 
views on Tyndall.'’” There are two kinds of cxplanaliun of phe- 
nomena, one of which refers to the conditions of tin nr occurrence 
and the other of which consists in an analysis of effects into their 
constituents. Mental events, Wright then goes on to say, are fully 
condilioned by physical ones but are not analyzahle into physical 
atoms as parts. 

That Wright in his attitude to science was metaphysically 
neutral rather than "antimetaphysical” in a narrow positi\istic 
sense, is clear not only from his criticisms of Auguste Comte, but 
also from his review of Fraser’s Life and Works of Bishop Berke- 
ley: 


Science, as such, has nothing to do willi faith, ljut philosophy, which 
aims to embrace the whole man, can never ignore faith and its data and 
phenomena. We may try to ignore the knotty problem of “cairsality,” and 
take tilings simply as they arc, without establishing any doctrine of their 
relations; we may try to ignore metaphysical and .spiritual speculations, and 
confine our attention to sense-perceptions, hut the phenomena remain, and 
the human mind is etrtain to revert to them and .sc(;k their solution.'’''' 

In “A Fmgiueiit on Cause and Effect” (1878), Wright again 
attacked both materialism and spiritualism as dubious metaphysi- 
cal interpretations of science, and later suggested that emotional 
or value-judgments were responsible for the metaphysics of ma- 
terialism as well as of spiritualism: 

llie metaphy'sical doctrine of materialism so often charged against or 
imputed to such scientific thinkers [Carl Vogt, L. Buchner] is, in fact, a doc- 
trine quite foreign to science, quite out ol its range. It belongs, so far as it 
is intelligible, to the sphere of sentiment, moral feeling, and practical prin- 
ciples. A thinker is properly called a materialist when be concludes that his 
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jppehtes and paf.sions and actions, having material objects and results for 
their motives, are those most worthy of serious consideration . . . Scien- 
tific doctrines and investigations are exclusively concerned with connections 
in phwiomena which are susceptible of demonstration by inductive observa- 
tion, and independent of diversities or resemblances in then hidden natures, 
or of any questions about their metaphysical deiivation or dependence. 
That like produces like, and that an effect must lesemble its cause aie shal- 
low. scholastic conceptions, hasty blunders of geneialization, wliich science 
repudiates, and svith them it repudiates the scholastic classification or dis- 
tinelion between material and spiiitual which depended on these concep- 
tions,"’' 

In cornnion language, cause most often means a necessary 
condition that happens to be prominent or conspicuous. But for 
Wright, who was not a common-sense realist of the Scottish vari- 
ety or a Berkeleyan, the experimental method presupposed the 
universalit)' of causation without metaphysical prepossessions: 

The very topic of experimental philosophy, its expectation of con- 
structing the sciences into a true philosophy of nature, is based on the 
induction, or, if you please, the a priori presumption, that physical causation 
IS universal, that the constitution of nature is written in its actual manifes- 
tations, and needs only to be deciphered by experimental and inductive 
research; that it is not a latent invisible writing, to be brought out by the 
magic of mental anticipation or metaphysical meditation.®® 

Tlie chief historical significance of Wright’s defense of Dar- 
win in a. hostile tlieological environment and in an era of Ger- 
man transcendentalism lies in his insistence on the metaphysical 
and ethical neutrality of scientific metliod. This concept of sci- 
entific neutrality illuminates Wright’s support of Darwin in the 
controversial world of contemporary metaphysical, theological, 
and ethical opinion. 

Wright used the terms “nihilism,” “neutrality,” and “natu- 
ralistic empiricism” synonymously to signify: (1) an em^ihasis 
on particular observations and experiments for the piecemeal ad- 
vancement of human knowledge, without denial of the role of 
leading questions and hypotheses as guiding principles for re- 
search, in accordance with what he frequently called the spirit 
of Baconism” and the method of Newton; (2) freedom of the 
sefentifie investigator from all forms of extra-scientific control 
imposed by a priori metaphysical or theological systems or au- 
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thorities that arbitrarily extend the domain of ethical sentiments 
to matters of scientific Icnowledge; (3) the critique of evolution- 
ism as a cosmic generalization, and the defense of evolution in 
Darwin’s presentation as a scientific theory of biology, with no 
regard for any considerations that might produce unnecessary 
and unwarranted “conflicts” with religion; (4) the conception of 
philosophy as a pluralistic scientific methodology rather than as 
a positive doctrine or peculiar mode of intuitive knowledge, 
That scientific inquiry does not logically require any meta- 
physical, theological, or ethical commitments, Wright regarded as 
an induction from the history of scientific discoveries. Despite the 
bitter controversies between antagonistic metaphysical and theo- 
logical interpreters, the scfentfilc contdhutions of Copernicus, 
Galileo, Newton, and Darwin have come to be accepted by scien- 
tific investigators. The great service of Greek philosophers like 
Socrates and Plato, Wright remarked in his last year, was in 
teaching how rather than what to think and believe. Metaphy- 
sicians have erected scientific hypotheses, including evolution, 
into dogmas. Hypotheses are for Wright “trial-questions ... in- 
terrogations of nature; they are scaffoldings which must be taken 
down as they are succeeded by the tests, the verifications of ob- 
servation and experiment.” Even “natural selection” was “to be 
applied as a working hypotliesis in the iirvestigations of general 
physiology or physical biology.” ™ 

The method of metaphysics which Wright thought vitiated 
“German Dai-winism” consists in employing methodologically de- 
tached abstractions, that is, abstractions 

without check in definition and precision from the concrete examples, or in 
treating “realized abstractions” as if they had a meaning independently of 
die things which ought to determine the true limits and precision of their 
meaning. Thus to apply the mechanical law of the consorvadon of force, 
which, as a scientific tnith, has no meaning beyond the nature and conditions 
of material movements (whether these are within or outside of an organism) 
— ’to apply this law analogically to all sorts of changes — to the “move- 
ments” of society, for example — is, in effect, metaphysics, and strips the 
law of all the merits of truth it has in the minds and judgments of physical 
philosophers, or of those through whose experimental and mathematical re- 
searches it came to have the clear, distinct, precise, though technical mean- 
ing in science which constitutes its only real merits. 
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Darwin’s scientific theory, which despite Mivart and Agassiz, 
“hears no relation to any ‘system’ of philosophy,” became “Dar- 
winism” in Ciermany. 

Wright thought Darwin’s work exemplified “the refinement 
of modf'rii English Baconism.” German historians of philosophy, 
he points out, have nevei- ireen able to make out where to place 
Bacon’s so-eallcd philosophy, lacking as it does a “system.” No 
wonder, for it was Francis Bacon who tried to secularize science, 
make it respt'ctahlc, and free it from a priori theological and 
metaphysical s\ stems. Wright credits Bacon with the attitude of 
.scientific neutrality rather than with the discovery of the rules of 
scientific procedure due to scieirce itself; 

Iiulee’d he [Bacon] had no system [in the German sense]: but by mar- 
.sh.illinjt the toices ot criticism known to his time, and reinforced by his own 
keen invention, against all systems, pa.st and prospective, he aimed at es- 
tahlislring for science a position of neutrality, and at the same Ume of inde- 
pendent respectability, between the two hostile schools of the Dogmatics 
turd Empiricists, though leaning towards the tenets of theology just so far- 
es ihe.so had practical force and value. He thus secured the b'ue stirtus for 
the advancement of experimental science, or of experimental philosophy, as 
it c.ime to he called. He had le.ss need of doing, and deserves less credit 
for vvh.it is more commonly credited to him — namely, laying down the mles 
of .s’ucntific piirstrit, vv'hich the progress of science has itself much more fully 
(Ictmnincd.'ft 


Fitially. Wright ohservc.s that the same tiling has happened his- 
turieally to Darwin in German metaphy.sics as had happened to 
NfWtuu at the hands of his French philosophical disciples. 

It would ho a historical mistake to believe that Wright was 
simply a disciple of tin* positivistic philosophy of either Auguste 
Gomte or of Ernst Mach (1S38-1916). Wright of course con- 
tlenms'd the theological development of the later stages of 
Gomte’s prie.stliood of scientific sociologists, with its attendant 
authoritarian hierarchy and abandonment of the neutrality of 
seienct*. 


In his inability to remain on the neutral gi'ound of positivism, M. 
Clumtc lacked one of the virtue.s of a ti-ue philosopher which his critic [Mill] 
puviesses in a marked degree — the power to maintain that commonly painful 
mental attitude, a svrspeirdoil judgment. To entertain open questions was 
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wholly opposed lo M. Comte’s tendencies as a thinker, and, accoidingly, in 
his later speculations he docs not hesitate to substitute a refined kind of 
fetichism in place of the current theism, not indeed as a true docliine of 
science, but as a view of nature which we ought to enteilain in our poetical 
and religious contemplations of it. The baircnness of science, its inability 
to satisfy the emotional side of our nature, is M. Comte’s apology for the 
religious speculations to which be devoted his second career; but he is be- 
trayed into calling his religious poetical views of nature by the name of 
“beliefs” tliiis sacrificing, at least in bis language, tbe fundamental po.siLion 
of positivism,'^” 

A.S to Miicli, Lite only possible rel’ercncc I have found in 
Wright is in his review of “German Darwinism,” which cites the 
school of German positivists [perhaps Avenarius (1843-1896), 
Kirchhoff (1824-1887), Helmholtz (1821-1894)] as an exception 
to tlie tendency of German scientists to impose a metaphysical 
and theological “system” on science: 

There is, howevei, at present [1875] in Germany an ascetic school of 
experimental and inductive science, which deprives itself of the aid and 
guidance of theoretical and deductive consideiations in order the more ef- 
fectively to protect itself from their undue influence. These GeJehiicn are 
not true Baconians; but their method might be appropriately named “ex- 
pcrimentalisni,” Men ol science in Germany have in general never consid- 
ered themselves as in a respectable neutral position with respect to oppo- 
site systems of philosophy. 

Wright’s metaphysical neutrality was less emphatic than 
Mach’s more positive “antimetaphysical” position. It was of the 
British skeptical variety which we find at its highest in David 
Hume. In the following defense of Ilinne’s skeptical method 
against critics like McCosh who preferred the method of “com- 
mon-sense” intuitionisni, Wright’s naturalistic and evolutionary 
empiricism .suggests that “common sense” and tire most appar- 
ently secure of “intuitions,” whether philosophical, scientific, or 
“vulgar,” should he subjected lo scientific criticisms : 

What is .sought by the so-called “sceptic" is the nature of the fact, its 
explanation; aird he is not deterred from the inquiry by the seeming sim- 
plicity of the fact, but proceeds like the astronomer, and the physicist and 
the naturalist, by framiirg and verifying bypothe.ses to reduce the simple 
seeming to its simpler reality . . . [The sceptic] denies that tiro present 
simplicity of a fact in onr thoughts is a test of its primitive simplicity in. the 
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grovvtli of the mind. For buch a test would have deterred the astronomer 
from (iim.stianii)g the Ptolemaic system and the stability of the earth, or the 
j)h\-sic'ist from calling in (luestion nature’s abhorrence of a vacuum. 

'I'bc oracular deliverances of consciousness, even when consulted by 
the most apimived maxims of intcriogation, cannot present a fact in the 
ibolaled, imthcoretical foim which criticism and scientific investigation de- 
ni, mil. I’hilusophcis arc not the only thcori-zers. The vulgar and the philoso- 
pher himself us one of them, have certain theoretical prepossessions, natural 
fxphmatiuiis and classifications of the phenomena which are habitually 
brought to their notice — such as the apparent movements of the heavens, 
and the axioms of hourly experience. How are those natural theories to be 
elimin.aixl? flow unlc.ss by criticism — by just such criticisms as those of the 
great “sceptic” llume? "■* 

No huttoY evkkiYce o£ Wvigl\t’s smeevity and steadfast ad- 
herence to his method as a scientific critic and philosopher can 
be iri\ en than his abandonment of the Lamarcldan idea of “use” 
as an evolutionary factor, in his last letter to Darwin in February 
1875. For "use” implied teleology or purpose in nature, and 
speculation about ends in nature means abandoning the meta- 
physical neutrality of science; “The inquiry as to which of several 
real uses is the one through which Natural Selection has acted 
. . . has for several years seemed to me a somewhat less impor- 
tant question than it seemed formerly 

Even in defending Darwinism/’’ whose “introduction witlrin 
the last ten years marks an era of natural science,” Wright 
pointed out that Darwin s speculation concerning pangenesis was 
no more than a “provisional hypothesis.” Although he accepted — 
as did most of his contemporaries, for example, Samuel Butler, 
Ernst Haeckel, Herbert Spencer, Walter Bagehot, Alfred Wal- 
lace, C. S. Peirce, G. Stanley Hall — the Lamarckian view of the 
tran,srni.ssion of gradually acquired adaptive characters, Wright 
was cautious enough to state his acceptance with plenty of “ifs.” 
Alfred Wtdlace, wlio, says Wright, anticipated Darwin’s Origin 
of Speciea by a few years in a speculative paper (1855), held to 
an acceptable form of evolution, 

if variations are heritable, in other words, if offspring tend to resemble 
patents and grandparents, which no breeder doubts and few attentive read- 
er!* of the present work [Darwins] will be likely to question; and finally, if 
the world and the conditions of nature be subject to change, however slow; 
and the slower die better for natural selection.'^® 
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Wright finds Wallace s views too "speculative,” although it seems 
lo him remarkable that both Wallace (in 1855) and Darwin (in 
1859) refer to the same class of positive facts, namely, the dis- 
tribution of living fonns in the Galapagos Islands, as evidence 
for the same independently discovered hypothesis. Furthermore, 
both used no theological arguments from design, but found the 
basis of their hypothesis in (and here Wright fondly quotes from 
De Morgan) "that exquisite atheism 'the nature of things.’ ” Wal- 
lace went astray, according to Wright, in speculating"'^ on the size 
of the brain as the mark of man’s intellectual supeiioiity over his 
ancestors, overlookmg the making, use, and eomrrrand of artificial 
signs as a measure of rrrarr’s greater intellectual power. Thus we 
see how Wright underscored the function of langrrage in the “ori- 
gin of consciousness” two years before he extended his iratural- 
istic psychology to the evolution of self-consciousness. 

In reviewing Spencer’s Biology he had judged that popular 
writer’s conception of evolution as “dirine agency in creation” to 
be a piece of a priori cosmology and theology. Spencer had no 
adequate philosophy of mechanics, Wright asserted, although he 
was continually speaking of the mechanics or dynamics of evolu- 
tion. Evolution meant for Wright continuous temporal transmuta- 
tion of species, but not, as Spencer added, progress to an end. “AU 
that the transmutation hypothesis presupposes is continuity and 
uniformity in the temporal order of nature,” Wright observes, 
whereas in Spencer’s theological approach, “evolution expresses 
more than the evidence warrants.” “If wo must have a cos- 
mology” — and evidently his friend John Fiske thought so when 
he pi'escntcd Spencer’s “Unknowable” to the American public 
with an eclat that aroused Wright’s criticism — “if we cannot re- 
strain our speculative faculties to a less ambitious exercise — then 
that theory of the universe in its totality which agrees best with 
the facts of science and the ideas with w'hich science has familiar- 
ized instiircted minds irt modern times, is the one most likely to 
gain credence. But science is itself in no need of such illumina- 
tion.” 

Wright applied his conception of metaphysical neutrality in 
the sharp criticisms of Spencerian evolutionism he included in 
the last review he wrote, published three days before his death, 
and entitled “German Darwinism.” There he distinguishes books 
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“whidi treat of evolution as a theorem of natural history from a 
Baconian or scientific point of view, either mainly or exclusively 
(confining thcinsclvcs to considerations of proof), and those 
which treat of evolution as a philosophical thesis deductively, 
and as a part of a system of metaphysics.” Spencer’s ideas of 
(ivolution (which were more popular in tire United States than 
in Kngland, thanks to Fiskc and Youmans) “were really theo- 
logical ill oiigiii, and have never departed from the theological 
standjioinl." h’or despite his denial of the existence of a knowable 
( lud. Silencer’s views rellect a state of mind “in which the old 
I' theological] inti're.st reniahus and the object still affects the be- 
lii'Vf'r as an unconditioned, unpioved, undemonstrable, but not 
less pragmatically real existence; and this is the real starting 
point of Mr. Spencer’s philosophy.” ““ 

The greatest evidence of VVright’s fidelity to his skeptical 
principle of metaphvsical neutrality is his critique of the co.smo- 
logicul generalizations of evolution. Despite his appreciation of 
Darwin’s work, he could not see how it could be used as the basis 
for a metaphvsical doctrine. In Iris “Physical Theory of the Uni- 
verse,” Wright subjected the evolutionary cosmology to a logical 
scniUny unparalleled in rigor in any other work of its time. It was 
not until seventeen years later that Stallo’s searching metliodo- 
logical criti(|ue of the cosmological speculatiorrs of Kairt and 
others appeared.''^ Wright, like Stallo after him, noted approv- 
ingly that Laplace had restricted his form of nebirlar hypothesis 
to the solar sv .stern, and that, though astronomers no longer held 
to Laplace’s hypothe.sis, l,aplace’s evolutionary view still revealed 
in the details coueerrriirg the solar system 

,i phy.sio.il oiiffin, directing incjniry as to how they were produced, rather 
than wtiy tluw vsist, — an ituiuiry into pfiysical rather than final causes; 
ftMtiirc'! of the same mixed character of regularity and apparent accident 
which are .seen in the details of geological and biological phenomena; fea- 
tures not srrffieieirtly regitlar to indicate a siirrple primary law, either physi- 
cal or teleological, nor yet .srrIBciently irrcgirlar to show an absence of law 
and relation in their prodvretion.s^ 

Instead of spectiliiting like Peirce on tire ultimate categories 
of Law, Chance, and Plvolutionary Love, w'liich fused ( and con- 
founded) astronomical, geological, biological, and psychological 
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hypotheses, Wright noted critically that while the evolutionary 
conception of nature was “superior [in gencrahty] to any other 
generalization in the history of philosophy,” it was far from 
established that the detailed c\'idcnce from the various sciences 
warranted any metaphysical extension of the evolutionary con- 
cept from the organic to the vaster inorganic world: “We strongly 
suspect that the law of ‘evolution’ will fail to appear in phenom- 
ena not connected, eitlicr directly or remotely, with the life of 
the individual organism, of the growth ot which this law is an 
abstract description.” 

The evolutionary propeilics of organisms could not be ex- 
tended to astronomical and geological phenomenLi except by 
dubious analogy. Furthermore, Wright wished to confine evolu- 
tion to natural selection, but here he was subjected to criticism by 
Peirce. 

Aristotle’s pluralistic and cyclical view of the ultimate ele- 
ments and origins of the physical world appeared to Wright to be 
more sound logically; 

Heterodox though the opinion be, we aie inclined to accept a.s the 
soundest and most catholic assumption, on grounds of scientific method, the 
too little regarded doctiine of Aristotle, which banishes cosmology from 
the realm of scientific inquiry, reducing natural phenornoiia in their cosmi- 
cal relations to an infinite variety' of manifestations (withont a discoverable 
tendency on the whcjle) of causes and laws which are simple and constant 
in their ultimate elements.-'''’ 


Scholastic theology, of course, would never have stressed this 
side of Aristotle, whicli oI)viou.sly coutraclicts the doctrine of crea- 
tion. 

By “physical” explanation Wright did not mean onrj stated 
in terms of a “materialistic inetaphysic,” hut simply atr antiteleo- 
logical and neutral account ba.sed on hypotheses estulrli.shed in- 
ductively and on deductions tested empirically by confronting 
them with tlie complexities of observable nature. If materialistic 
cosmologies hardly explain complexities in talcing them as fortui- 
tous, the spiritualistic metaphysics of creation, and of causation 
by an intelligence which operale.s w'ith initially predetemrined 
forces, fails to account for the “corrupt mixture of law and 
apparent accident that the phenomena of the earth’s surface ex- 
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liihit.” Wright regarded such irregularities as evidence that our 
solar system is a natural product. Laplace’s rationalistic material- 
i.sin erred, according to Wright, in arguing exclusively from the 
fact of orck'r; “It is not from the regularities of the solar system, 
but from its complexity that its physical origin is justly inferred.” 

Wright had a nautical title for the operation in nature of 
this complexity, contingency, and irregularity, namely, “cosmical 
weather.” Ihit this term did not signify for him an ultimate meta- 
physical category of chance operating in Peirce’s fashion to create 
law and order out of pure chaos by divine statistical prestidigita- 
tion. The general fact of complexity and contingency is simply a 
perpetual reminder of natural, that is to say, iionteleological causa- 
tion, and of the fact that scientific theories as well as speculative 
generalisations are tentative formulations marked by probable 
(‘rrors. 

Profes.sor Lovejoy has in his critical analysis of the pragmatic 
method of defining the meaning of an idea by reference to its 
effects or predictable consequences, pointed to a cmcial am- 
biguity; Does the meaning consist wholly in the future conse- 
quences predicted by it whether it is believed or not, or in the 
luture consequences of believing it? It is of some historical in- 
terest and importance to note tliat a similar criticism was made 
by Chauncey Wright of John Stuart Mill’s and William James’s 
Sensationalism. \Vright regarded Mill’s definition of material sub- 
-slanccs as the “permanent possibilities of sensations” to be an im- 
portant contribution to psychology but not to physics or natural 
phih)S()ph)'. Por while Mill is correct in saying we know matter 
only in its' odects,” he overlooked the distinction made by Hamil- 
ton (Wright’.s early favorite metaphy.sician), between “effects 
on lift and 'cflects in general.” William James, who dedicated 
his hook tm Pragmatism to John Stuart Mill, ran into many diffi- 
cultifxs by aI.so failing to make this distinction. Stressing the effects 
on iLs of our belies ing an idea suited James’s interest in psy- 
chology, hut Peirce, in his “pragmaticism,” as we shall see in the 
next chapter, tried to overcome the subjectivity of James’s prag- 
matism by defining the meaning of an idea as the sum total of all 
the conceivable effects which the object of that idea has. But 
there are two C‘la.sses of such general effects: those conceived by 
means of verifiable hypotheses, and those more vaguely expressed 
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by unvcrifiable metaphysical generalizations. In the impoitant 
case of the idea of evolution, Wiight restricted its meaning to the 
former class of effects, whereas Peirce was led into an endless 
labyrinth of metaphysical problems by speculating on a cosmic 
evolutionism, despite the warnings of his older friend Wright. 

4, WRIGHTS F.VOLUTIONARY LIBFUALISM ANU UTIl.ITAniANISM 

Pcircc objected to the unethical character of Darwin’s doc- 
trines of the “struggle for survival and survival of the fittest” as 
meaning “every individual for himsell and the Devil take the 
hindmost!” and cited Simon Newcomb’s Frinciplcs of Political 
Economij as in line with this Darwinian philosophy of “greed.” 
He was thus expressing a moral argument which both Darwin 
and Wright would say was quite irrelevant to the biological is- 
sues at stake between, say, Agassiz and Darwin. Wright was a 
more consistent empiricist and pluralist than Peirce, whose prag- 
maticism and experimentalism were never reconciled with his 
own scholastic transcendentalism. Though Wright’s philosophy of 
Darwinian science remains neutral with respect to ethical and 
theological inteipn'etations of evolution, there was no absence of 
moral feeling in his anxiety to protect scientific inquiry from 
dogmatic theology. His “nihilistic” neutrality is best understood 
in the liistorical context of his impassioned struggle against out- 
worn dogmas that opposed freedom in science, morals, and re- 
ligion. 

■' There is, thei'efore, a problem raised by Chauncey Wrights 
thesis of the neutrality of scientific method; namely, what status 
did he conceive value judgments to have with respect to the 
neutral method of science? Arc the questions of value inaccessible 
to our neutral instrument, scientific method, so that we must let 
unthinking feeling remain in complete custody of our value atti- 
tudes? That seems to be implied in the recent positivistic distinc- 
tion between cognitive and emotive behavior. But for Wright, the 
relation of thinking to valuing is not one of absolute independ- 
ence but one subject to cultural evolution. Reflection often leads 
to new habits which in turn modify old habits and attitudes and 
thus create new valuations. For example, tire original fears and 
opposition of people to inoculation have been dispelled by educa- 
tion with obvious improvement in pubhc health, although the 
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scientific method that led to the adoption of inoculation is linked 
with dispassionate studies of tlie physiology and chemistry of 
microorganisms. Again, the fact that people cling to un verifiable 
beUefs about nature, history, politics, or religion calls not merely 
for tire affixing of labels like “meaningless” or “metaphysical” to 
their beliefs, but signalizes a problem for critical sociological in- 
vestigation which may lead people to modify their uncritically 
held attitudes. The neutrality of science did not make ideas con- 
cerning economic values inaccc.ssiblc to analysis; such scientific 
friends of Wright as Simon Newcomb agreed “that the greatest 
social want of our age is the introduction of sound thinking on 
economic subjects among the masses, not only of our own country, 
but of every other country.” 

The fact is that Wright did not steadfastly remahr neutral 
toward the social issues of his time. His reviews and letters from 
1870 on show less concern about physical science and a gradually 
increasing interest in the poHtical and moral sciences, including 
jurisprudence and economics, tlioiigh not from any desire to 
defend a system. List’s Political Economy was espoused by Wright 
because he realized that the new industries of America, like those 
of Germany, required protection against British industry. Though 
he did not favor Mill’s radical defense of complete social and poli- 
tical equality for women, he bcUeved their rights a^ a minority 
should be protected by a modified form of Hare’s electoral 
scheme of proportional representation.®^ He explained in a long 
letter to Godkin, editor of the Nation, why he agreed with him 
“on grounds of public policy” rather than with Mill who had as- 
sumed the heritability by women of the culturally acquired traits 
of their educated participation in citizenship. Though Wright re- 
garded sex traits as capable of variable expression in different 
cultural conditions, tliere still wore unmodified physiological sex 
differences, especially during gestation, to wai'rant limiting 
women’s role in government. Political and social evolution called 
for a gradual extension of their rights. 

In economic matters, also, he brought to bear a Darwinian 
attitude toward class struggle. The whole issue of the status of 
private property was raised violently in his own time by the revo- 
hrtion of the Paris Commune. Wright’s position was not different 
from the attitude later taken by Justice Holmes toward sociahsm, 
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namely, that there is nothing inherently wrong in the motive of 
private possession or accumulation of wcaltli for one’s self or 
family, but the rights of private ownership are justified not so 
much by reference to these motives as by the benefits to society 
of what is produced and distributed even for surplus gain by capi- 
talists. From Wright’s rational, utilitarian viewpoint, it is what 
capital adds to the public store of wealth that makes it deserve 
the protection of the laws of private property. When these laws 
fail to perfoi'in a publicly useful function and simply protect an 
unproductive class, they become “devices of legalized lobbcry, 
and must be abrogated or amended, if justice is ever to be af- 
fected by legislation, through whatever political powers.” Now 
democracy is the most cfl'ective modern instrument for .solving 
this problem of the rights of property, even if, as skeptical Chaun- 
cey Wright believed, the masses were often ignorant and preju- 
diced. As he realistically put it to his Cambridge friend, Charles 
Eliot Norton, 

after aU, it is a real question, which is the more untoward instrument for 
the truly just and wise philanthropist to work with, — the ignorant and 
prejudiced masses whose benefit is sought, or the equally prejudiced aris- 
tocracies, blinded by self-interest, whose unjust privileges mu.st be cur- 
tailed.*’* 

We know that Chauncey Wright was a practical as well as 
a theoretical utilitarian in political matters. There is an unnoticed 
letter of his to his senator, Charles Sumner, urging him to con- 
tinue to fight against the secessionist movement.**'' During the 
Civil War he asked his youngest brother. Lieutenant Frederick 
Wright of the Tenth Massachusetts Regiment, to befriend the 
relatives of a fugitive slave in whose liou.se at Cambridge Chaun- 
cey lodged.”" Fie held that the .so-called “materialistic” aims of the 
builders of the modern world of business and science were us ele- 
vated in moral purpose as the old cathedral builders were sup- 
posed to be in the Middle Ages. 

Some of the leading spirits of our times are as disinterested and de- 
voted, and find in tiicir aims, whether in politics, industry, or science, as 
poweiful a stimulus to noble passion as the leaders of that age. The masses 
in all ages are led by the few in all that raises them much above the level 
of animal wants.*’'^ 
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The moral type of modern, times who works for the future ma- 
terial well-being of mankind lacks “aesthetic charm,” perhaps, 
but it is “more broadly based on ordinary and universal human 
inteiests . . . Shall we on that account call it a lower type?” 

There was no conflict in Wright’s sensitive and humanitarian 
mind between the intrinsic ends of beauty and instrumental ends 
of social utility. The former command our admiration or worship 
and belong to our aesthetic or religious nature, whereas the latter 
involve consideration of the practical cost or sacrifice required 
and belong to our utilitarian moral nature, Wright thus antici- 
pated Santayana’s identification of the religious with the aes- 
thetic, but he separated more sharply than Santayana or William 
James the religious from the ethical, and was thus able to allow 
a greater diversity of autonomous development for these various 
sides of human nature. 

Moral standards have changed in the course of historical 
and social evolution, but the relativity of moral ideals to chang- 
ing historical conditions did not imply their subjectivity. In 
Wright’s judgment, the pragmatic objectivity of morals hes in the 
fact tlrat ideas generally excite activity in a social milieu. Ideas 
become dynamically objective "by the quahty through which 
ideas tend to act themselves out.”®** This ideo-motor theory is 
attributed by Wright to Bain (“the grandfather of pragmatism,” 
according to Peirce), and it occurs again and again as the domi- 
nant motif of James’s dynamic theory of thought as “a fighter for 
ends,” of Peirce’s idea of the growth of concrete reasonableness, 
of Fiske’s theory of cosmic progress, and of the more realistic 
theories of the function of legal thought in Nicholas St. John 
Green, Joseph B. Warner, and Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. Ideas 
are behefs on which a man i.s prepared to act, and tlms have an 
evolutionaiy or survival value. This biological function of ideas 
W’as lacking in the older intuitive philosophies. Wright specifically 
contrasted his evolutionary conception of thought with the abso- 
lutistic view held by post-Kantian idealists in “what they are 
pleased to call philosophy', drat fine compositioir of poetry utrder 
the fonns of science, of which Hegelianism is the most notable 
modenr epic.” In another of his pithy utterances, he remarked 
that “philosophy is poetry in the abstract” and “poetry is philoso- 
phy in the concrete.” Wright was not a narrow utilitarian or my- 
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opic positivist. He was “the whetstone of wits,” Peirce wrote to 
James. He also scolded James for having “looked up far too much 
to that acute but shallow fellow.” Did Peirce mean anything more 
than that Wright did not take to his epic of metaphysical evolu- 
tionism and pragmaticism? 



CHAPTER FOUR 


The Evokitioiiism and Pragmaticism 
of Peirce* 

“Peirce lived when the idea of evolution was uppermost in 
the mind of his generation. He applied it everywhere,” John 
Dewey has told us in his review oi the Collected Papers of 
Charles Sanders Peirce} But Dewey has not told how variously 
the idea of evolution was interpreted in Peirce’s time by Dar- 
winians, Lamarchians, catastrophists, Spencerians, and Plegelians, 
nor how Peirce’s own form of evolutionism was related to his 
pragmaticism. Peirce never finished any of a dozen or more grand 
projects intended to be systematic accouirts of the logical founda- 
tions of the sciences, of the history of thought, and of a scientific 
metaphysics or cosmology. But the positive results he did acliieve 
are still important for tbe logic and methodology of the exact 
sciences, the history of ideas, and philosophy. Plis many-idea’d 
speculations, though not as consistent as might have been ex- 
pected from a rigorous logician, were stimulating enough to have 
led his lifelong friend, William James, to confer on Peirce the 
credit of originating pragmatism, albeit through a confusion of 
names, dates, and idcas.“ Whereas James saw in evolution the 
basis of a new psychology, Peirce conceived it as “the cosmic 
growth of concrete reasonableness,” to be understood by means of 
his own newly furbished logical concepts. 

I shall not even attempt to draw a map of the intricate laby- 
rinth of Peirce’s philosophy. My more limited aim is to trace in 
Peirce’s intellectual history the role of the idea of “evolution” — 
or rather, of the several ideas connected in his mind with that 
tern — ^wliich may serve as an Ariadne’s thread to certain features 

* Reprinted, with some changes, from Jownal of the History of Ideas, vol. 
VII, no. 3, pp. 321-350 (June 1946). 
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of liis philosophy, especially to his theory of scientific method (in- 
cluding his “pragmaticism”) and to his evolutionary cosmology. 
My plan of exposition has two subdivisions: (1) Peirce’s early 
philosophical conceptions, chronologically or logically prior, in 
his own mind, to his “evolutionary” logic and cosmology; (2) 
Peirce’s post-Darwinian generalization of biological evolution 
and his extension of its generalized elements to an evolutionary 
logic and cosmology (including a novel conception of the evolu- 
tion of the laws of nature). The conclusions of 1, reached by 
Peirce before he became preoccupied with the idea of evolution, 
were the results of his intensive studies in formal logic, semiotic, 
mathematics, physical sciences (photometry, metiology, and so 
on), and the critical history of metaphysics, particularly the 
scholastic realism of Duns Scotus and the transcendental method 
of' Kant; these preevolutionaiy studies throw light on Peirce’s 
skeptical attitude toward Darwinian evolution in his logical and 
cosmological generalizations of evolution to be examined in 2. 

1. PEmCE’s EARLY PmLOSOPHICAL CONCEPTIONS 

When Darwin’s Origin of Species appeared in the United 
States toward the end of 1859, Peirce was twenty years old, just 
out of Haiwarcl, and surveying “in the wilds of Louisiana.” He 
was also thinking and writing notes on problems left in his mind 
by certain discussions at Cambridge with his father Benjamin 
Peirce, with Henry James, Sr. and his son William, with his “box- 
ing master” Chauncey Wright, and with “Frank” Abbot (Peirce’s 
classmate), about Kant’s transcendental logic, especially the 
question whether it really disposed of a science of cosmology or 
metaphysics. By correspondence with his Harvard friends, he had 
heard of the stir that Darwin s work was creating, and of the part 
played by Chauncey Wright, who held that Darwin’s empiricism 
was in line with the British tradition (Hobbes, Bacon, Locke, 
Berkeley, Hume, Mill) so dear to Wright and so influential in 
New England. He remembered vividly the acuteness and unaca- 
demic independence of Wright’s mind in philosophic conversa- 
tion among the leading lights of Cambridge, at the Lo'vs'ells’ or 
die Jameses’. Darwin’s Origin of Species and Mill’s Examination 
of the Philosopht/ of Sir William Hamilton (1865) had turned 
Wright from the metaphysics of the Scottish Kantian to the sen- 
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sationalistic empiricism of the great English liberal; and now 
Wright saw, in the detailed manner in which Darwin had dis- 
covered and demonstrated his theoiy of natural selection, a vin- 
dication of Mill’s nonmetaphysical, piecemeal, pluralistic logic. 
But the logician and metaphysician in Charles Peirce, son of 
Plarvard’s most famous mathematician, could not concur with 
Wright in holding that Darwin’s theory of evolution was in line 
with the scnsationalistic nominalism of Mill. Peirce puzzled 
Wright by arguing that Darwinian evolutionism, because of its 
positive adherence to “living fact,” was bound to destroy the 
mechanical associutionism of Mill’s mental chemistry, based on 
a nominalistic metaphysics rooted in Ockhamism, which Peirce 
considered the source of the chief errors of modem philosophy. 

Now we know approximately what Peirce was thinking 
about just before and after 1859 from the fortunate fact of his 
having written at tiris time, with the exact dates, a score or more 
of short notes and essays.® A glance at the following titles will 
show why he was bound to he affected by the Origin of Species 
in a way different from Wright. 

The first two are college exercises, written when Peirce was 
eighteen: 

May 21. 1857 That the PERFECT i.s the Great Subject of Meta- 
physics 

Oct. 23, 18.57 The Synonyrns of the English Language Classified ac- 
cording to tlieir meanings on a definite and stated philosophy* 

The year of Darwin’s Ongin of Species is one during which 
Peirce’s unpublished notes show no less than fifteen metaphysical 
essays and memoranda, most of tliem connected with his close 
critical study of Kant: 

May 21, 1859 That There is no Need of Transcendentalism 

May 21, 1859 Proper Domain of Metaphysics 

May 21, 1859 New Names and Symbols for Kant’s Categories^ 

May 22, 1859 Of the Stages of die Category of Modality or Chance 

That Peirce’s mind was brought to the idea of chance while 
studying Kant’s categories is noteworthy because of the prime 
importance this concept later played in Peirce’s cosmology and 
logic of science. 
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June 1859 Metaphysics as a Study [48 pp.] 

July 25, 1859 Comparison of our Knowledge of God and of Other 
Substances 

July 25, 1859 Proposition. All unthought is thought of 
July 25, 1859 Of Realism: It is not that Realism is false; but only that 
the Realists did not advance in the spirit of the scientific age. Certainly our 
ideas are as real as our sensations. Wo talk of an unrealized idea. That idea 
has an existence as noumenon in our minds as certainly as its icalization as 
such an existence out of our mind. They arc in the same c.i.se. An idea 1 
define to bo the noumenon of a conception. 

[On the other side of this .sheet, Peirce wrote]: List of Ilonid Things 
I am: Realist, Materialist, Transeei)denlali.st, Idealist. 

July 27, 1859 Sir William Hamilton’s Theory of the Infinite 
Oct. 23, 1859 Two Kinds of Thinking 

Oct. 23, 1859 Tlral we can Understand the definition of Infinity 
Oct. 25, 1859 That Infinity is an Unconscious Idea 
Oct. 25, 1859 Why We Can Reason on the Infinite 
Oct. 25, 1859 Of Pantheism: What is the portion of the soul of which 
we arc not conscious? How does it differ from other men’s souls? If con- 
sciousness is not our limit, we have no limits but are agglomerated. Another 
man’s consciousness however is not part of me. Neither is noumenon. This 
is formal pantheism. 

This idea of a formal agglomeration of minds was later de- 
veloped ( in 1868 ) into the conception of an ideal community of 
minds whose investigations are destined to lead to tmth. “Logic 
is rooted in the social principle.” ® 

Oct, 25, 1859 Of Objects: 1. Thing 2. Influx 3. The Unconscious'^ 
Idea 4. Act of Thinking 5. The ‘Soul 

Since Peirce tells us that he did not return from Louisiana 
until early in the summer of I860, wc may assume that he was 
too busy surveying in Louisiana to do any metaphysical writing 
for about six months after Darwin’s work appeared in the United 
States in November 1859. 

May 30, 1860 Metaphysical Axioms and Syllogisms 
June 30, 1860 The Fundamental Distinction of Metaphysics: Thought 
and the thought-of or the thinkable and the thinkable-of 
July 1, 1860 The Keystone of this System 
July 3, 1860 The Infinite, the Type of the Perfect 
July 3, I860 The Logical and the Psychological Treatment of Meta- 
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physics: Two methods of viewing metaphysics give rise to two methods of 
treating it. One starts by drawing the conceptions from logical relations ^ 
and thence reasoning to their place in the mind; the other starts by draw- 
ing the conceptions from the system of psychology aird reasoning to their 
logical meaning. The former seems to me, if less psychologically exact, to 
be more metaphysically tr'rie in its results, and it is the method I adopt. 

Thi.s important methodological note is an early anticipation 
of Peirce’s objective or logical realism, which he identified his- 
torically with Duns Scotus in opposition to the nominalism and 
psychologi.sm of Ockham, Locke, Berkeley, Plume, Mill, and 
Wright. 

, 1860 Tiro Rules of Logic Logically Deduced 

July 13, 1860 The Orders of Malhcmatical Infinity 

Aug. 6, 1860 Introductory to Metaphysics (1st draft, 4 pp.) 

Aug. 11, 1860 Same (2nd draft) 

, 1860 I, It, Thou 

, 1860 On Positivism 

, 1860 Kant 

Aug. 21, 1861 Book on “Metaphysical and Private”; Sec. 1 On the 
Definition of Metaphysics; I believe in mooring our words by certain appli- 
cations and letting them change their meaning as our conceptions of the 
things to which we have applied them progresses [page 1] . . . That medi- 
tation which gives us new conceptions is a cultivation resulting in a growth 
of thoughts, and the result of the growth of the mind as displayed in the 
thoughts is called Wisdom. . . . Why is metaphysics so hard to read? Be- 
cause it cannot bo put into books. You may put suggestions towards it into 
books but each mind must evolve it for himself and everyman must be his 
own metaphysician . . . The real worth of Metaphysics must lie, of course, 
in its practical application [page 12] ... To learn how to analyze ideas, 
therefore, and to analyze them — in short to study metaphysics — will be par 
excellence education [page 17], 

Aug. 21, 1861 Another Attempt at Metaphysics 
Mar. 30, 1862 Metaphy.sics — Odi profanum valgus — In our investiga- 
tions, metaphysics is to be taken as the analysis of conceptions. 

June 8, 1862 I now make out the following as irreducible conceptions; 
I, Cardinal, Secondary, Sensation, Conception, Abstraction, Metaphysical, 
Dynamical, Mathematical, Physical (10 in all). These seem to form by their 
combinations 216 others. 

Aug. 5, 1864 A Treatise of the Major Premises of the Science of 

" “The little I have contributed to pragmatism ( or, for that matter, to any 
other department of philosophy), has been entirely the fruit of this outgrowth 
from formal logic, and is wortli much mote than tire small sum total of the rest 
of my work, as Kme will show” (C.P., 5.469). But how can formal logic lead to 
metaphy.siciil evolutionism? 
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<;Nature> Finite Subjects: I will not spend one word to piove that this 
Metaphysics is theoretically essential to science, tor it is not needed. But 
since it is generally thought to be an idle study, I will undertake to show 
diat some of the greatest controversies of our day are at bottom questions 
of the validity of these assumptions. 

In the winter of 1866-67, Peirce gave a series of Lowell Lec- 
ture.s on “The Logic of Science and Induction” which James at- 
tended * but “did not understand.” ** Yet a few years later he heard 
Peirce enunciate the principle of pragmatism. Now, it is quite un- 
likely that James could have understood Peirce’s principle when 
he first offered it, since it was for Peirce primarily logical, in- 
tended to clear up metaphysical issues, such as those that 
hotliered him in the years he had devoted to Kant and Llamilion. 
About the time Peirce says he discoursed on the fixation of belief 
and how to make our ideas clear to the Metaphysical Club, he 
was engaged on his Harvard “Lectures on British Logicians” 
(1869)® and “Notes for Lectures on Logic” (1870), as well as on 
an elaborate review of Fraser’s edition of Berkeley for the North 
American Review (1871).^“ In the latter review Peirce struck 
hard at nominalism and declared for Scotist realism or the objec- 
tive reality of universals in re as the indispensable presupposi- 
tion of all science. Chauncey Wright praised Peirce’s review in 
two notes in the Nation , but of course qualified his praise of 
Peirce’s erudition with reservations about the necessity for drop- 
ping nominalism altogether as a presupposition of science. Peirce 
retorted less politely with a sarcastic “Letter to the Editor”^® 
about the inability of contemporaries to understand the tme basis 
of science. No wonder, then, that Peirce and Wright did not sec 
eye to eye on the significance of Darwin’s work. Peirce argued 
persistently that nominalists like Iluine, Mill, and Wriglit have 
substituted the uniformity of nature for God as an ultimate fact. 

Wlien asked by the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, 
S. P. Langley, in 1901, to write a popular essay on “the idea of the 
law of nature among the contemporaries of David Hume and 
among advanced thinkers of the present day,” Peirce thought it 
necessary to trace Hume’s idea of laws of nature to the fourteenth- 
century nominahsm of the heretic Ockham, and to maintain that 
the generality of educated men still entertained 

* Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. also attended tlicse lectures. 
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the same Ockhamistic conception which was commonest in Hume’s time; 
for most men whom I meet, when they refer to such matteis [as the laws 
of natuiej, talk the language of Mill’s Logic. In particular the explanation 
of prognosis most common is that it is rendered possible by the uniformity of 
nature, which is an ‘‘ultimate fact.” This adapts itself well to the atheistic 
opinion which has always been common among Oekhainists, — more so, per- 
haps, about 1870 than at any other timed® 

Whal people like Mill and Wright did not and still do not realize 
is the hostility between the atheistic individualism of Ocldiam 
and the idea of evolution, uppermost in most men’s minds at the 
end of the nineteenth century, Peirce observed. 

"Nominalism” is broadly and recurrently used by Peirce to 
designate several historically affiliated but logically distinct posi- 
tions ; ( a ) the denial of the existence in re of universals or abstract 
ideas except as general terms, signs or vocables ( Roscellinus, 
William of Ockham, Hobbes, Locke, Mach); (b) the view that 
all general concepts and laws exist exclusively in the divine or 
human mind (Abelard, Leibnitz, Berkeley, Kant, Hamilton, 
Hegel, Comte, Pearson); (c) the restriction of all human values 
to the individual feelings and desires of men (Hume, MiU, 
Wright, James); (d) the denial of any universal purposive laws 
or goals of evolution in cosmic or human history. 

When Peirce says that in his important review in 1871 of 
Fraser’s edition of Berkeley, he "declared for realism,” it becomes 
clear, in the light of his other writings at about that time ( 1870- 
1875), that in his continued attacks on nominalism, he was aim- 
ing to refute Wright’s defense of tire agnosticism of Mill and Dai'- 
win and of the ethical and tlieological neutrality of science, as set 
forth later in Wright’s critique of the neo-Kantian speculations 
of “German Darwinism.”'* 

If Wright saw in Darwin’s work an exemplary scientific 
product of Mill’s empiricism, and eschewed all metaphysical evo- 
lutionisms, Peirce, on the other hand, questioned even the scien- 
tific validity of Darwin’s theory, and while admitting the empiri- 
cism of Darwin’s method, denied that it was in line with Mill’s 
empiricism, (which was for him “pure metaphysics”). Peirce’s 
own preoccupation with medieval realism and neo-Kantian ideal- 
ism led him later, in 1892, to transmute evolution into a cos- 
mology of “evolutionary love,” which for sheer speculative audac- 
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ity was a worthy rival of the absolutism of Schelhng and Hegel. 

It is not sufficiently recognized that Peirce was less than 
lukewarm toward Darwin’s tlreory of natural selection as a scien- 
tific hypothesis, His logical spirit was no doubt ardent about the 
possibility of generalizing certain elements of the pre-Darwinian 
as well as the Darwinian conceptions of organic c\'olution into an 
evolutionary philosophy that would rival Aristotle’s''’ in its aim 
of staking out the future lines of growth of all the sciences. By 
substantiating each of these statements from the texts of Peirce, 
we shall obtain a clearer picture of the peculiar admixture of the 
scientific and the metaphysical (or theological) strains in Peirce’s 
evolutionism. We shall thus see why Peirce’s evolutionism was 
not simply Darwin’s hypothesis of Natural Selection, but a certain 
dehberate generalization of it in Peirce’s own speculative form. 

In the first place, Peirce regarded Darwin’s view as indicat- 
ing only one of three equally operative modes of the evolution 
of organic species: (1) Darwin’s “successively purely fortuitous 
and insensible variations in reproduction”-, (2) Lamarck’s mode 
of the inheritance of acquired characters, which assumes con- 
tinuous, very minute changes due wholly to strivings or efforts of 
individuals in adapting themselves to the environment; (3) Cu- 
vier’s and Agassiz’ defense of the cataclysmal mode of large 
abrupt adaptive changes in i-eproduction.’'* All three of tlrese 
modes of evolution have been operative, according to Peirce, and 
(despite Weismann’s poorly contrived experiments), “it is prob- 
able that the last has been most efficient.” ” Furthermore, "it is 
not the sublimity of Daiwin’s theories which makes him admired 
by men of science, but it is rather his minute, systematic, exten- 
sive, strict, scientific researches which have given his theories 
a more favorable reception — theories which in themselves would 
barely command scientific respect.” Darwin’s view does not 
apply to man’s “unpractical” interests: 

Logicality in regard to practical matters ... is tht> most useful qual- 
ity an animal can posses.s, and might, therefore, result from the action of 
natural selection; but outside of these . . . upon unpractical subjects, natu- 
ral selection might occasion a fallacious tendency of thought.'" 

As late as 1893, Peirce still regarded Darwin’s tlreory as unworthy 
of much scientific respect: 



78 Charles Sanders Peirce 

What I mean is that his hypotliesis, while without dispute one of the 
most ingenious and pretty ever devised, and while argued witli a wealth 
of knowledge, a strength of logic, a charm of rhetoric, and above all with 
a certain magnetic genuineness that was almost irresistible, did not appear, 
at first, at all near to being proved; and to a sober mind its case looks less 
hopeful novv [1893] than it did twenty years ago; but the extraordinarily 
favorable reception it met with was plainly owing, in large measm'c, to its 
ddoas being those toward which the age was favorably disposed, especially, 
becarrso of the encouragement it gave to the greed-philosophy 

Wright would certainly have said, in the name of the ethical neu- 
trality of science, drat the “greed-philosophy” of those “social 
Darwinists” who tried to justify rugged and mthless economic 
exploitation, was in no wise relevant to the scientific validity of 
Darwin’s hypothesis. 

Peirce’s preference for the Lamarcldan and cataclysmic 
views was based not on the scientific evidence of biology, but on 
the neat ways in which drey fitted into his metaphysical and the- 
istic evolutionism. In order to understand historically Peirce’s at- 
titude to Darwin’s work, the influence of Louis Agassiz (d. 1873) 
on Peirce should be taken into account. Agassiz’ Essay on Classi- 
fication, in the first volume of his Contributions to the Natural 
History of the United States, which regarded the fonns and 
orders of all species as eternal droughts of the Creator, owing 
their survival or extinction to His Plair, Peirce greatly admhed 
and adopted as the basis of his own Classification of the 
Sciences.-^ It is in a footnote to the latter that we find Peirce ad- 
mitting drat he was iirfluenced by Agassiz in defending the ob- 
jective reality of natural classes as genuiire ideas whose existence 
depended on a structural hierarchy of fitral causes; “I am here in- 
fluenced by the Essay on Classification (1857) of L. Agassiz, 
whose pupil I was for a few months. This work appeared at a most 
inauspicious epoch.” “ 

The fact that Agassiz continued to attack Darwinism in biol- 
ogy"'^ ev'cir after its acceptance by such an eminent botairist as Asa 
Gray, friend and teacher of Chauncey Wright, did not deter 
Peirce from saying as late as 1910, “Agassiz, in Iris Essay on Classi- 
fication, described well — I do not say perfectly, but relatively, 
well — ^what a classification of animals ought to be.” 

Peirce admits that subsequent zoologists found that Agassiz’ 
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classification “did not seem to be a good fit to the facts of the 
animal kingdom,” and then virtually gives both Agassiz’ and his 
own case away by asking, “What wonder? It required the ttixono- 
mist to say what the idea of the Creator was, and the diflerent 
manners in which the one idea was designed to be carried out. 
How can a creature so place himself at the point of view of his 
Creator?” “■' However, by the time Peirce reached the end of the 
metaphysical spiral of his own evolutionism, he came fairly close 
to adopting the point of view of the Creator of this and of all pos- 
sible universes. 

The historical order of Peirce’s writings, lost in tlic edited 
order but recoverable from the unedited and unpublished papers, 
shows plainly tlrat traditional metapliysical and logical problems 
and ways of thinking not only antedated his evolutionism but 
also that he fought off the Darwinism of his times and never ac- 
cepted Darwin’s theory of natural selection as sufficient to explain 
organic or intellectual evolution. We must take into consideration 
Peirce’s own statement that he had learned little from the evolu- 
tionary philosophers.-® Since it is sound methodological principle 
in intellectual history not to assume the infallibility of a tliinker’s 
own memory, I have checked Peirce’s statements of the history of 
Ills own thought by examinmg the topics of the papers and proj- 
ects he was busy at during the years 1859 to 1893, the last being 
the time when the idea of evolutionism begins to occur most fre- 
quently in his “Lectures on the History of Science.” 

Scant justice has been done to Peirce as a historian of ideas 
in the meager assortment of pages selected by the editors of his 
Collected Papers. These conliibutions are not merely notes but 
include carefully prepared and delivered lectures, mounting to 
hundreds of manuscript pages — for example, twelve Lowell lec- 
tures (1893) on the History of Science from the time of Ancient 
Egypt and Babylonia to Copernicus and Newton, a history of 
medieval logic (a course given by Peirce at Johns Plopkins as 
Lecturer in Logic [1879-1884]), plans for an edition of Petius 
Peregrinus’ work On the Lodestone, nine lectures on British Logi- 
cians, “The Idea of a Law of Nature Among the Contemporaries 
of David Plume and Among Advanced Thinkers of the Present 
Day” (title suggested by the letter of the secretary of the Smith- 
sonian Institution), Studies in Nineteenth-Century Men of 
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Science, and Experiments for the Study of Comparative Biog- 
raphy (in his logic courses at Johns Hopkins). Peirce’s main in- 
terest in all these historical studies was tire logic of methods of 
inquiry in all branches of thought. Both he and Chauncey Wright 
were great admirers of Whewell’s Philosophy and Histoi'y of the 
Indiictioe Sciences.^’’ 

What Wright and Peirce in 1856 admired in Whewell’s work 
was its union of Kantian and British empiricist conceptions of 
scientific laws as summary and cumulative “colligations” of ob- 
servations. Wright had more than once insisted that the method- 
ology of the empirical sciences should be derived from the cumu- 
lative progress of the methods by which scientific discoveries like 
Newton’s had been made. Kant had suggested, in his doctrine of 
method in the Critique of Pure Reason, a study of the history of 
science that would illustrate the use of the forms and categories 
posited in his architectonic of the mind. But Peirce, probably 
under the influence of the evolutionary conception of conscious- 
ness which Wiight had elaborated in his “psycho-zoology” or 
“Evolution of Self-Consciousness” (1873) in response to a ques- 
tion of Darwin’s, “When may a thing be properly said to be ef- 
fected by the will of man?” applied the evolutionary approach to 
the whole field of intellectual history: 

The evolutionary theory in general throws great light upon history 
and especially upon the history of science — ^both its public history and the 
account of its development in an individual intellect. As great a light is 
thrown upon the theory of evolution in general by the evolution of history, 
especially that of science — whether public or private.^® 

Peirce himself tells us, forty years after Darwin’s Origin of 
Species had appeared, that during all tire intervening years he 
had been constantly occupied udth the study of methods of in- 
quiry, and that the history of thought provided him with the ma- 
terials for that study. The unpublished materials fully justify 
Peirce’s statement. While the theory of signs and the logic of re- 
lations w’ere the chief products of his earliest methodological in- 
vestigations, his later contributions to inductive logic and to the 
history and philosophy of the empirical sciences are more closely 
related to the impact of evolutionism, until he finally main- 
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taincd that “philosophy requires thorough-going evolutionism or 
none. 


2. peihce’s post-dajrwinian evolutionism 

Now in order to make the broadest possible use of the idea 
of evolution, to extend it to encompass the history and logic of 
thought — despite Wright’s warnings against all speculative ex- 
tensions of evolution, which had, after all, been thus far a working 
hypothesis for biologists only — Peirce cnlaiged the idea of evolu- 
tion to include not only a gemeralizod form of Darwin’s view Inil ' 
also two others, Lamarck’s and tire cataclysmic view. 

Wishing to keep his metaphysical theories rooted in the best 
scientific views of his day, he first dissected the hypothesis of 
Darwin into its logical elements and then generalized in quasi- 
matheniatical fashion, In Peirce’s analysis, the logical elements 
of Darwin’s theory consisted of (1) accidental variations in re- 
production, (2) elimination of breeds whose birth-rate drops too 
far below their death-rate in the struggle for survival, (3) the 
preseiwation of those species whose characters are favorable to 
their continued existence (“survival of the fittest”). Now comes 
Peirce’s mathematical generalization of Dai"win’s view into a the- 
orem in the logic of probability; 

This Darwinian principle i.s plainly capable of great generalization. 
Wherever there are large numbers of objects having a tendency to retain 
certain characters unaltered, this tendency, however, not being absolute but 
giving room for chance variations . . . there will be a gradual tendency 
to change in directions of departure from them.’'" 

Another more recondite form of Peirce’s generalization of 
DaiTvinism was given later by him in the following passage : 

In biology, that trernendous uphe.ival cau.scd in IfidO Ijy Darwin’s 
theory of fortuitous variations was but the c(»nsequence of a theorem in 
probabilities, namely, the theorem that if very many similar things are sub- 
ject to very many slight lorluilous r aiiations, as much in one direction as in 
the opposite direction, which when they aggregate a sufficient effect upon 
any one of those things in one direction must eliminate it from nature, 
while there is no corresponding effect of an aggregate of variations in other 
reaction, the result must, in the long run, be to produce a change of the 
average characters of the class of things in the latter direcbon.-’^i 
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After then attempting to deduce by means of this statistical 
cosmologic theorem that the number of surviving or adaptive 
variations must increase, Peirce adds; 

Anyone who is old enough, as I am, to have been acquainted with 
die spiiit and habits ui science befoie 1860, must admit that in this case, at 
any latc, the wmk oi' elevating the character ot science that has been 
acliievcd liy a simple piinciplc ol piobability has been tiuly stupendous.'*^ 

In 1881 at Johns Hopkins, advanced students of logic were 
discussing Pcirce’.s theory ot induction, “founded upon the mate- 
rial view of probabilities and the theory of the adaptation of the 
mind to the universe,” as we read in an account of the May meet- 
ing that year oi the Metaphysical Club of Johns Hopldns Uni- 
versity.''” 

The statistical generalization that accounts for changes by 
the operations of chance is illustrated by Peirce from the gam- 
bling saloon (where, historically, tire matliematical theory of 
probability originated, thanks to the arrswers of Fermat arrd Pas- 
cal to the cjueries of gamblers otr betting odds ) . Suppose, Peirce’s 
illustration runs,'“ a million garrrblers, each with one dollar as his 
sole fortune, play against a barrk by betting a dollar on odd and 
even. After the first trial, about half will have lost their fortune 
arrd been eliminated, but the remaining 500,000 will have won 
and doubled their wealth. After a second trial, about 250,000 will 
be set back to their original fortune of orre dollar, but the other 
250,000 will have three dollars. Now, a third trial will eliminate 
about half of those who had only one dollar, will leave about 
250,000 with two dollars and 125,000 with four dollars. And so 
as the trials increase, the population gets smaller and smaller, but 
more prosperous. It is remarkable that Peirce took his mathemati- 
cal analogy seriously as an illustration of his metaphysical gen- 
eralization of Darwin’s theory. 

However, there is the notion of chance variation in Darwin’s 
idea of evolution; arrd Peirce, so far as I know, was the first to 
show tire historical connection of this idea of chance in Darwirr 
with other uses of the same statistical concept in other depart- 
meirts of nureteenth-century science, which were progressing by 
unprecedeirted leaps and bounds, namely, statistical mechanics 
and statistical sociology. From the standpoint of Peirce’s interest 
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in the logic of probability, the whole Daiwitiian controversy was 
not primarily the occasion for a new theological dispute, or a new 
revolution in morals or education: 

The Darwinian controversy is, in large part, a question of logic. Mr. 
Darwin proposed to apply the statistical method to biology. The same thing 
has been done in a widedy different branch of .science, the theory of ga.ses. 
Though unable to say what the movements of any paiticular mnleculo of 
gas would be on a certain hypothesis regardiTig the conslitiitioii of this class 
of bodies, Clausius and Maxwell were ycl able, eight ya-ars bi'forc the ])uh- 
lication of Darwin’s immortal work, by the application ol tlu; doctrine of 
probabilities, to predict that in the long run such tiiid such a propoilion of 
the molecules wmdd, under given circnmslances, acquire such and such 
velocities . . . and from these propositions were able to deduct' certain 
properties of gases, especially in regard to their hcat-rclations. In like man- 
ner, Darwin, while unable to say what the operation of variation and natural 
selection in any individual ctise will be, demonstrates that in the long run 
they will, or [would], adapt animals to their circumstances. Whether or not 
existing animal forms are due to such action, or what position the theory 
ought to take, fonns the subject of a discussion in which questions of fact 
and epestions of logic are curiously interlaced.''"' 

But Peirce in his statistical conception of law went much 
farther than Darwin in biology. Maxwell in pliysics,"''’ or Quetelet 
in sociology. The latter three scientists, in keeping with an estab- 
lished philosophy of mechanical determinism, regarded chance 
as no explanation at all but a makeshift concept to patch up our 
ignorance of more fundamental mechanical or dynamical laws 
governing every individual event, thing, or character with strict 
necessity. It is in its moral ojipositioii to this mechanistic or neces- 
sitarian assumption in both scientists and philosophers from Ock- 
ham’s time to the nineteenth century (Hegel and Sponecr) that 
Peirce’s philosophy of evolution may bo historically understood. 
He was not content with Wright’s attitude of scientific nciutrality 
with respect to the metaphysical and religious disputes over the 
works of a Newton or a Darwin. Science was a social enterprise 
for Peirce, and a matter of life and death to those whose inind.s 
were nourished by its problems and devoted religiously to its 
cause. Truth. The flaming torch of science had to spell out in fiery 
letters: DO NOT BLOCK THE ROAD TO INQUIRY. The 
“seminary-type” of metaphysics and theology was an age-old ob- 
stacle to the growth of the laboratoiy-inspired scientific philoso- 
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phy of the experimental mind, and if one did not attempt to con- 
struct the true system of metaphysics within which the sciences 
would receive protection from the fatal chill of lifeless and para- 
lyzing antireligious positivistic philosophies, the sciences v/ould 
be unable to grow and prosper. Yes, one should not decline, as 
Wright’s “nihilism” did, to help build the temple of the religion 
of science.'*' 

The sort of metaphysics whieh ought to be built 

lo ropu'.scnt tlu' .stuLo cif knowledge to whicli the nineteenth century ha-s 
brought n.s . . . would be a Co.smogonic Philosophy. It would suppo.se that 
in the beginning — infinitely lemote — theie was a chaos of unpersonalized 
feeling, which being without connection or regularity would properly be 
without p\istcnce. Ibis iccliiig, spotting heie and there in pure arbitrari- 
ness, would have staited the germ of a generalizing tendency. Its other 
spot tings would be evanescent, but this would have a growing virtue. Thus, 
the tendency to habit would be started; and from this, with the other prin- 
ciples of evolution, all the regularities of the universe would be evolved. At 
any time, however, an element of pure chance survives and will remain 
until the world becomes an absolutely perfeet, rational, and symmetrieal 
system, in which mind is at last crystallized in the infinitely distant future.®® 

Here is a chapter from the Book of Genesis for the rehgion 
of science after Darwin. Yet Peirce, in one place, regarded his 
evolutionist philosophy as no more than 

such conjecture as to the constitution of the universe as the methods of 
science may permit, with the aid of all tliat has been done by previous 
philosophers. I shall support my propositions by such arguments as I can. 
Demonstrative proof is not to be thought of. The demonstrations of the 
metaphysicians are all moonshine. The best that can be done is to supply a 
hypothesis, not devoid of all likelihood, in the general line of growth of 
scientific ideas, and capable of being verified or refuted by future ob- 
servers.®® 

The raison d’etre of Peirce’s pragmaticism, he tells us, is that 
“it will serve to show tlrat almost every proposition of ontological 
metaphysics is either meaningless gibberish ... or else is down- 
right absurd.” One wonders, therefore, what would happen to 
much of Peirce’s evolutionistic speculations if he had adhered to 
the “prope-positivism” of his view that, in consequence of his 
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pragmaticism, “what will remain of philosophy will he a series of 
problems capable of investigation by the observational methods 
of the tme sciences.” 

Yet it is clear from Peirce’s unpublished essay “On Positiv- 
ism” tliat he is not a positivist in the sense current in his time 
or in our own. Pie wished to purify philosophy of antiscientific 
methods and direct it toward certain religious and moral ends. 
This is evidenced by his statement of what distinguishes his own 
prope-positivLsm from other species of positivism. The latter con- 
ceal an impure metaphysics, do violence to the instinctive l)clief.s 
of mankind, and do not appreciate the truth of scholastic realism 
or the close appro.ximation to it in F. E. Abbot’s Scientific The- 
ism 

It is not easy to see any but a far-flung analogy between the 
elements of Peirce’s metaphysics and those of Darwin’s theory, 
which would place the former “in the general line of growth” of 
the latter. It is diflScuIt to understand how some of Peirce’s cos- 
mogonic conjectures are capable of verification. How verify a 
nonexistent “chaos of impersonalized feeling” by any procedure 
which the methods of science may pemiit? In any case, Peirce 
regarded Darwin’s “chance variations” as illustrating his meta- 
physical category of Firstness, Spontaneity, Variety, Contin- 
gency; and he regarded Darwin’s “struggle for existence” as illus- 
trating Secondness, Resistance, Force, Brute Existence. Finally, 
in Peirce’s evolutionistic metaphysics the quasi-teleological idea 
of natural selection by survival of the fittest and the Lamarckian 
reproduction of adaptive characters, illustrate Thirdness, Law, 
Purpose, Habit, Generality. The function of intellect becomes 
primarily one of adaptation to a universe growing in reasonable- 
ness. 

By the “growth of reasonableness” Peirce er idently meant 
the gradual predominance of a growdug variety of stable habits 
over random or chance variations, in both the physical universe 
at large and in the life of the human mind. Such a gradual as- 
cendency of order and habit over the indeterminateness and 
brute impulses from which they emerged seemed to Peirce to be 
evidenced by tlie evolution of both the physical world and that 
of human thought and civihzation. In order to unify physical, bio- 



86 Charles Sanders Peirce 

logical, psychical, and social evolution, Peirce resorted to a pan- 
psycliical cosmology in his doctrine of evolutionary love (flgfl- 
pism), in which the First Principle or Category of Firstness is 
Spontaneous Feeling. “Objective chance” — in one of the various 
meanings Peirce gives to it in his doctrine of tychism — is the un- 
eliminahle and inexplicable variety of qualities that constitute the 
“first” general feature of experience. The brute, dynamic exist- 
ence of qualities, events, things constitutes Secondness. But the 
individual thisness and externality of qualities, things, or events 
do not exhaust reality in Peirce’s metaphysical scheme. There is 
the Third Principle of General Law, Habit, Puipose, or Conti- 
nuity (siyiiec/ii.sni). It is this “third” which asserts the objective 
reality of a variety of evolving laws or habits; they coalesce feel- 
ings or ideas in the .struggle for existence, thus giving the evolu- 
tionary proces.s a goal, This goal, so far as I can understand 
Peirce's “evolutionary love,” oddly adumbrated his Platonic love 
of a rich diversity of evolving laws not fully realized in the tem- 
porally variable laws of the most exact sciences. 

Now variety is the most obtrusive character of the universe of Nature. 
Wa.s all this variety introduced in one dose in the beginning or has it been 
gradually developed? All that we have been learning of Nature since the 
Origin of Species convinces us that this variety was evolved . . . Hence, 
to say that the variety of Nature grows is to say that events do not exactly 
conform to any law. There must be slight chance departures analogous to, 
though of comse millions of times smaller than, our errors of observations. 

In such passages as this, Peirce posited an increasing variety 
and randomness in the processes of evolution. But in his view of 
evolution as a generalized theorem of probability, he emphasized 
the gradual elimination of chance variations as a necessary step 
in the growth of cosmic reasonableness. These two views are in- 
consistent, as Professor Lovejoy indicates. 

Peirce applied his evolutionism to three fields which he 
claimed both supported and were supported by his doctrine: (1) 
intellectual history, especially the history of science; (2) the logic 
of the sciences,^’’ especially that of probable induction; (3) the 
metaphysics of history and of science. The fact, however, drat 
Peirce has made important contributions to these fields does not 
prove that his evolutionism was chronologically piior to or cans- 
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ally responsible for these contributions, as may be learnt from the 
development of his thought. 

The logical studies of Peirce after 1860 from which he de- 
rived his “pragmaticism” show an increasing regard for the tem- 
poralistic, evolutionary, and experimental features of thought. In 
every one of the three essential types of scientific inference, Hy- 
pothesis, Deduction, and Induction, evolutionary considerations 
continually crop up in Peirce’s extensive and path-breaking logi- 
cal studies. Hypothesis is a weak quasi-fort nitons .surmise in the 
fust tentative gropings of the mind toward the solution of a prob- 
lem. A problem itself is occasioned l)y a l)iological irritation or a 
stimulus of doubt, the removal of which constitutes the “fixation 
of belief” and the purpose of thinking. The logic of hypothesis 
and verification is unintelligible apart from such purposive, “evo- 
lutionistic” functions of thought, directed experimentally toward 
the future settlement of present doubts. Thoughts are subject to 
the same organic evolution as living species. 


To say that the future does not influence the present is untenable 
doctrine. It is as much as to s.ay that there are no final causes, or ends. The 
organic world is full of refutations of that position. Such action [by final 
causation] constitutes evolution . . . 

All our knowledge of the laws of nature is analogous to knowledge of 
the future, inasmuch as there is no direct way in which the laws can be- 
come known to us. We here proceed by experimentation. That is to say, we 
guess out the laws bit by bit. We ask. What if we were to vary our pro- 
cedure a little? Would the result be the? same? We try it. If we arc on the 
wrong track, an emphatic negative soon gets put upon the guess, and so oiir 
conceptions gradueilly get nearer and neeirer right. The improvements of our 
inventions are made in the s.ime manner. The theory of natural selection is 
that nature proceeds by similar cxpevimenlatioii to adapt a stock of animals 
or plants precisely to its enr’ironmcnt, and to keep it iiv adaptation to the 
slowly changing environment. But cv'ery such procedure, whctlu'r it bo 
that of the human mind or that of the organic .spooie.s, suppn.sc.s that efFe'Ct.s 
will follow causes on a principle to which tlic guesses shall have some de- 
gree of analogy, and a principle not changing too rapidly. In the case of 
natural selection, if it takes a dozen generations to sufficiently adapt a stock 
to a given change of the environment, this change must not take place 
more rapidly, or the stock will bo extirpated instead of being adapted. It is 
no light question how it is that stock in some degree out of adju.stment to 
its environment immediately begins to sport, and that not wildly but in 
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ways having some soit of relation to Uic change needed. Still more remark- 
able is the fact that a man before whom a scientific problem is placed im- 
mediately begin.s to make gue.sscs, not wildly remote from the true guess.'*" 

Even, the deductive reasoning of mathematics bears the 
marks of a certain kind of exploratory and ideal experimentation 
with diagrams and symbols: 

A sutisfactoiy evolutionaiy logic of mathematics remains a desideratum 
... It has come about tliiough the agencies ol development that man is 
endowed with intelhgcnoe of such a nature that he can by ideal e.xjrcir- 
monls asceit.iin that in a certain uuncisc of logical possibility certain com- 
binations occur while otheis do not occur. Of those which occur in the ideal 
world some do and some do not occur in the real world, but all that occur 
in the real world also occur in the ideal world. For the real world is the 
world of sensible experience, and it is a part of the process of sensible ex- 
periences to locate its facts in the woild of ideas.'*’ 

I 

The location of sensible facts in the ideel world requires a 
different kind of experimentation from the purely manipulative 
sort, but it is significant that Peirce wishes to extend the process 
of experiment to deductive reasoning. This extension is under- 
standable as pait of the evolutionary notion that Wright had de- 
veloped in his “Evolution of SeK-Consciousness,” which broke 
down the Kanlian antithesis between Sensibility and Understand- 
ing by showing or attempting to show the continuity of instinc- 
tive sensory reactions and the more guarded apprehensions of 
reflective thinking. 

The very different aim of the evolutionist from that of his opponents — 
the latter seeking to account for the resemblances of mental actions in be- 
ings supposed to be radically diEercnt in iheir mental constitutions, while 
tho former seeks to account for the differences of manifestations in funda- 
mentally similar mental conslitutioiis — gives, in the theory of evolution, a 
philosophical r()le to the word “instinct,” and to its contrast with intelli- 
gence, much inferior to that which this conliast has had in the discussions 
of the mental faculties of animals.** 

In other words, Wright in his “psycho-zoology” did not 
make sharp distinctions, as vitalists and Kantian idealists did, be- 
tween organic and inorganic, vegetable and animal foims and 
functions, voluntary and involuntary, instinctive and intelligent 



Charles Sanders Peirce 89 

motives and actions; but regarded these as rough divisions in a 
continuous series of evolutionary processes; “Habits properly so 
called, and dispositions, which are the inherited effects of habits, 
are not different in their practical character or modes of action 
from true instincts.” 

That our highest flights of knowledge are the evolutionary 
outcome of our most inborn or instinctive predispositions — of 
feeding (for the physical sciences) and of breeding (for the psy- 
chical sciences) — is a characteristic feature of reircc’s theory of 
the genesis of knowledge. But Peirce’s approach to this tlierjiy, as 
we have seen above, was that of a logician primarily: 


The highe.st kind of .symbol is one which signifies a growth, or .self- 
development, of thought, mid it is of that alone that a moving representa- 
tion is possible; and accordingly, the central pioblem of logic is to say 
whether one given thought is truly, i.e., is adapted to be, a development 
of a given other or not.'’'*' 

For both Wright and Peirce, the use of signs and symbols con- 
stitutes tliought and explains the continuity of man’s intellectual 
evolution. 

Two more citations illustrating the profound influence of 
evolutionism on Peirce’s logic will show how the relativity and 
temporality of loiowledge invaded even the elementary distinc- 
tions of formal logic. In discussing the denotation and connota- 
tion of terms, Peirce calls attention to the fact that the distinction 
between the logical breadth and depth of concepts — as he pre- 
ferred to designate it — was not an absolute one intrinsic to a 
dyadic relation between signs and objects, but that both deno- 
tation and connotation take their origin in the triadic relation 
between a sign, its object, and its interpretation; “and further- 
more, the distinction appears as a dichotomy owing to the limita- 
tion of the field of thought, which forgets that couct'pts grow, 
and that there is thus a third respect in which they rna}- differ, de- 
pending on the state of kmowledge, or amount of information.” 

The second citation is taken from the branch of logic which 
Peirce, after Boole and De Morgan, did most to develop, namely, 
the application of mathematical logic to the calculus of proba- 
bilities. 
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By means of this simple calculus [of classes], lie [Boole] look some 
great steps towards the elucidation of probable reasoning; and had it not 
been that, in his pre-Darwinian day, the notion that ceitain subjects were 
profoundly mysterious, so that it was hopeless, if not impious, to seek to 
penetrate them, was still prevalent in Great Britain, his instrument and his 
intellectual force were adequate to canying him fuithcr than he actually 
went/’^ 

Peirce is here chiding Boole for failing to go as far as Peirce 
went when he maintained: “To say, therefore, that thought can- 
not happen in an instant, but requires a time, is but another way 
of saying that every thought must be interpreted in another, or 
that all thought is in signs”;"’''* or as Peirce says in another place: 
“The woof and wai-p of all thought and all research is symbols, 
and the life of thought and science is the life inherent in symbols; 
so that it is wrong to say that a good language is important to 
good thought, merely; for it is the essence of it.” 

John Dewey, to whom I am grateful for indicating the sig- 
nificance of these last two passages for Peirce’s theory of logic, is 
faithful to the evolutionist background of Peirce’s later (post- 
Darwinian) logical writings when he interprets Peirce’s tlieory of 
signs to mean 

that in the course of cosmic or natural evolution, linguistic behavior super- 
venes on other more immediate and, so to say, physiological modes of be- 
havior, and that in supervening it also intervenes in the course of the latter, 
so that through this mediation regularity, continuity, generality become 
properties of the course of events, so that they are raised to the plane of 
reasonableness. Bor “the complete object of a symbol, that is to say, its 
meaning, is of the nature of a law.” 

The life of reason is the evolution of ideas which are as real, 
in their symbolic functioning and influences on our desires and 
actions, as particular er'ents. Ideas are tire meanings of events, 
and evolve in time with the growth of knowledge. 

Peirce’s reference to the avoidance of metaphysical issues in 
Great Britain in the middle of the nineteenth century, and to the 
“pre-Darwinian” character of scientific thinking at the time of 
Boole’s"’® w'orks on mathematical logic, indicate that Peirce held 
the British nominalists responsible for holding back the clue to 
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tlie metapliysical basis of logic supplied by evolutionism. In other 
words, in his evolutionism Peirce saw the chain of ideas with 
which to link his scholastic realism to the reorientation of the 
logic of science, misled for five centuries by Ockhamite individ- 
ualism. 


Today [1901], the idea uppermost in men’s minds is Evolution. In 
their genuine nature, no two things could be more hostile than the idea of 
evolution and that individualism upon which Ockham erected his philoso- 
phy. But this hostility has not yet made it.self obvious; so that the lion eub 
and the lamb still lie down together in one mind, until a certain one of 
them shall become more mature. Whatever in the philosophies of our day 
(as far as we need consider them [in relation to the idea of a law of na- 
ture] ) is not Ockhamism is evolutionism of one kind or another; and every 
evolutionism must in its evolution eventually restate that rejected idea of 
law as a reasonableness energizing in the world (no matter through what 
mechanism of natural selection or otherwise) which belonged to the scho- 
lastic modifications of it by Aquinas and Scotus.'’'^ 

Or again, Peirce, in order to defend the cosmic reality of 
purposiveness, remarks: "Almost everybody will now [1902] agree 
that the ultimate good hes in the evolutionary process in some 
way.” He then goes on to refer to his logical and metaphysical 
doebine of continuity, “synechism,” or the doctrine “that the 
coalescence, the becoming continuous, the becoming governed by 
laws, the becoming instinct with general ideas, are but phases of 
one and tire same process of the growth of reasonableness. This 
is first shown to be true with mathematical exactitude in the field 
of logic, and is thence inferred to hold good metaphysically.” 
This evolutionary growth of reasonableness includes the "proce- 
dure” of pragmaticism “as a step.” 

Why should the growth of habits include the procedure of 
pragmatici.sm as a step? The growth of reasonableness, as ex- 
plained above, simply means, apart from Peirce’s cosmic panpsy- 
chism, the gradual predominance of systematic habits or con- 
scious methods over random, trial and error efforts to solve the 
problems of tliat struggle among ideas whiclr characterizes the 
history of human thought. That part of the history of human 
tliought which deals with the analysis of the meanings of ideas 
and the discovery of what tmth tliere is in them, belongs to the 
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^ liistory of science. Peirce’s pragraaticism is a method of mahing 
the meanings of our ideas clear by asking us to consider which 
of their logical consequences we are willing to act on or adopt as 
a possible mode of action. “Consider what effects that might con- 
ceivably have practical bearings we conceive the object of our 
conception to have. Then, our conception of these ellects is the 
whole of our conception of the object.” 

We cannot deduce conceivable effects without adopting 
leading principles as the relatively fixed characters of experience. 
And so we cannot grow in reasonableness unless we establish or- 
derly habits of logical procedure in our conceptions. But intelli- 
gence consists in the habit of breaking old, inadequate habits and 
forming new, flexible ones in order to cope with the never-ending 
novelties of experience. No imthinking mechanism can be intelli- 
gent or grow in reasonableness. 

The pragraaticism of Peirce clearly emphasizes the intemal 
or logical function of those “doings” or operations which are said 
to be die “practical” method of clarifying the meanings of ideas. 
The essay “How To Make Our Ideas Clear,” which James and 
Peirce regarded as the first statement of pragmatism (without 
that name appearing in the article), was originally an illustration 
of the logic of science generalized to serve as an aid to reflection 
in all perplexing intellectual matters, such as those of metaphysics 
(free-will, God, and immortality). The practical test of clarity is 
for Peirce essentially a conceptual and logical one: an idea is 
clear when we understand its conceivable effects or die logical 
consequences necessitated by adopting it as a premise or nile for 
the resolution of a problem. There is no question here of any indi- 
vidual’s psychology, or of the immediately felt effects of pleasure 
or pain associated with the entertaining of ideas, or of brusque 
action* ensuing directly upon the acceptance of an idea. Think- 
ing does not aim in science to provide directions to perform im- 
mediate actions or to justify fixed beliefs or to observe and enu- 
merate successive sensations. “Thought is a thread of melody 
running dirough the succession of our sensations.” Thonght is 
essentially relational, and the error of nominalism consists in de- 

“ “The doctrine [of Janic.s] appears to assume that the end of man is action 
— a stoical maxim, which to die present writer at the age of sixty, does not com- 
. mend itself so forcibly as it did at thirty” (C.P., 5.3, written in 1902). 
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iiying tlie objective reality of relations. The logical ordering of 
relations is objective in the sense that relations aie not figments 
of the imagination but lines of the activity of thought converging 
upon truth. For all those engaged in scientific or scholarly re- 
search, the meanings of truth and reality are explicitly defined by 
Peirce in a now classical sentence; “The opinion which is laled 
to be ultimately agreed to by all who investigate, is what we 
mean by the truth, and the object represented in this opinion is 
the real.” This definition of “trath” docs make it depend on 
what toould be everybody’s opinion in tlie long run if everybody 
were to adopt the pragmaticist’s method oi discussing, investigat- 
ing and clarifying the ideas of truth and reality. One ot the con- 
sequences of pragmaticism is that it may take an inconceivably 
long time for the conceivable effects of an idea or thing to be- 
come realized. In the phrase “in the long mn” there lies a certain 
vagirencss that made it easy for Peirce to assimilate in his own 
last writings some of the mystical elements of religious idealism 
in the metaphysics of Royce and Henry James the elder, botlr of 
whom Pence admired and whose influence he admitted.^-* 

Peirce accepted Kant’s synthetic a priori forms (causality, 
relation, and so on, and other universal and necessary types of 
assertion) as regulative principles of thought, but not as consti- 
tutive of phenomena merely. There is in Peirce a Schellingian 
tendency to regard the forms of thought as constituting the forms 
of reality, and therefore whatever is regulative of thought is 
bound to be transformative of things or events, for the latter 
embody feelings or ideas. A second diftercirce between Peirce’s 
and Kant’s metaphysics resides in the temporal and evolutionary 
character of thought and reality for Peirce, Kant’s forms being 
eternal and fixed in the immutable constitution of the human 
mind. Regulative principles, or as Peirce called them, “leading 
principles,” are, for him, of the nature of habits. In his cosmo- 
logical use of this term, Peirce commits himself to the organismic 
view that rrature — including that part of it we call hunran mirrd 
— grows like a living creature, forming new habits, modifying or 
breaking old ones, and showing her maturity and increasing rea- 
sonableness by abandoning gradually, as time goes on, the rrnpre- 
dictahle waj'wardness of her wild tychistic youth and acquiring 
more stable continuity and self-control in the form of self-imposed 
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laws. This sort of metaphysical evolutionism is a far cry from 
Darwin’s evolutionary hypothesis, in which the physical environ- 
ment disciplines by threats of extennination any vaiiations from 
existing species which ai'e not adaptable to external conditions. 

Against the mechanistic view of Spencer’s theory of evo- 
lution, which attempted to guarantee human progress, Peirce 
argued that it is impossible for progress to come aljout by me- 
chanical necessity. The Hegelians, with their dialectical form of 
necessity, were also wrong in denying progress through individ- 
ual effort. "A pseudo-evolutionism which enthrones mechanical 
law above the principle of growth is at once scientifically unsat- 
isfactory, as giving no possible hint as to how the universe has 
come about, and hostile to all hopes of personal relations to 
God.” Peirce chose a daring way to ent the Gordiair knot of 
tire controversy between mecharristic and vitalistic types of evo- 
lutionism. He denied both the absoluteness of natural law and 
the infallibility of human knowledge. The absolutist made nat- 
ural law itself incapable of growth aird purpose, while Peirce 
argues that if laws, being absolute, cannot grow, they have no 
reason for being, other than their sheer eternal presence or in- 
explicable creation ex nihilo. The more rational view is to regard 
law as continuous with the natural forms of existence which are 
always growing and working out definite ends, not necessarily 
those of any mind. The only difference between human ends and 
other ends in nature is that we have more control over the former: 

Now who will deliberately say that our knowledge, of tliese laws [of 
gravitation, elasticity, electricity, and chemistry] is sufficient to make us rea- 
sonably confident that they are absolutely eternal and immutable, and that 
they escape the great law of evolution? Each hereditary character is a law, 
but it is subject to development and to decay. Each habit of an individual 
is a law; but these laws are modified so easily by the operation of self- 
control, that it is one of the most potent of facts that ideals and thought 
generally have a very great influence on human conduct. That truth and 
justice are gi'eiit powers in the world is no figure of speech, but a plain 
fact to which theories must accommodate themselves.®*’ 

Peirce means by law any constancy or regularity, and since 
the latter means persistency or reality, the evolution of the real 
world implies the evolution of laws as well as of species of or- 
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ganisms. Since thought is adapted to reality in the sense in which 
the “glassy essence” of mind provides a mirror for being, “the 
end of being and highest reahty is the living impersonation of 
the idea that evolution generates.” 

If God is the end of being and highest reality, then God is a 
growing creature of evolution. James, Bergson, S. Alexander, and 
H. G. Wells were thus anticipated not only by Schelling,'*^ but 
also by the self-styled Schellingian, Peiice, in his evolutionary 
religion of the 1890’s. As for Wright and James, religion for 
Peirce was valuable as a practical support of moral ideas. “In 
its higher stages, evolution takes place more and more largely 
through self-control . . Since self-control lies behind logical 
reflection, and operates at the center of all ethical decisions, evo- 
lution tends toward an ethical goal. 

Thus there are many obiter dicta in Peirce’s accounts of his 
own philosophical procedure as he evaluated it which make us 
doubt the pure logicality of his evolutionism, We have seen how 
Peirce went so far as to maintain that “in biology, that tremen- 
dous upheaval caused in 1860 by Darwin’s theory of fortuitous 
variations was but the consequence of a theorem in probabil- 
ities.” But six months later, in a letter,’® Peirce reveals an en- 
tirely different mainspring of his evolutionism, which is far from 
being anything Uke a dieorem of probabilities; it not only vio- 
lates Wright’s conception of the impersonal neutraUty of science, 
but also suffers from the inconsistencies indicated in Professor 
Lovejoy’s comments” on the following passage from Peirce’s let- 
ter: 


To me tlicro is an addilionul argument jji favor of this theory of ob- 
jective chance — I say to me ijecause the argument .supposes tlic re.ility of 
God, the Absolute, which I think the mujmity of iutcllecUial men do not 
very confidently believe. It is that the universe of Nature seems much 
giander and moie worthy of its creator, when it is conceived of, not as 
completed at the outset, but as such that from the merest chaos with noth- 
ing rational in it, it grows by iin inevitable tendency more and more ra- 
tional. It satisfies my religious instinct far better; and I have faith in tlie 
religious instinct. 


James agreed that the creativity of nature should not be 
conceived as completed, but his empirical self was not satisfied 
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with Peirce’s cosmic conception of an inevitable tendency of 
chance to evolve toward a remote rational goal. Instead, James, 
like Wright, looked for the sprirrgs of religious faith in man’s emo- 
tional nature which, in seeking self-expression vests an otherwise 
neutral evolutionary process with human significance. 



CHAPTER FIVE 


Darwinism in James’s Psychology 
and Pragmatism 


1. James’s eahly interest in Darwinism 

Against liic opposition of the spokesmen of orthodox reli- 
gion, scientists developed the evolutionary conception of nature 
as continuously producing its own myriad and changing variety 
of forais. In the sciences of man evolution was to encounter con- 
tinued resistance from the older and more powerfully entrenched 
traditions that dominated mental and moral philosophy. Evolu- 
tionary studies of man first found it necessary to combat antievolu- 
tionary theologies and metaphysics not only in nonscientists but 
also in scientists reared on those traditions. Then we find after 
1870 ingenious forms of a Pax Christiana contrived by sincere and 
learned American tliinkers at Harvard hke Charles Peirce, F. E. 
Abbot, and John Fiske. Their metaphysical ingenuity was. spent 
in elaboration of scientific theisms, although they did keep the light 
of reason burning hopefully in the Cimmerian darkness of their 
evolutionary tlieologies. The other members of the Metaphysical 
Club turned to the more substantial scientific studies of human 
evolution. William James was fascinated by the evolution of the 
brain and nervous system and by Darwin’s account of the phj'sio- 
logical expression of emotions in man and animals, along wdth 
other Darwinian views of the origin of human traits. Early in his 
leaching career at Harvard he used Spencer’s texts on the syn- 
thesis of physical and social evolution. In a letter to President 
Eliot, written in 1875 — a few months after Wright’s death — 
James urged the need for a new type of chair in p.sychology, one 
that should be occupied by a philosophical scientist, like Wundt 
or Lotze, trained in nervous physiology and infonned of the re- 
cent “archaeologicai” studies in tlie development of language and 
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social institutions.® These anthropological studies were still com- 
bating the influence of theologians and metaphysicians who up- 
held fixed, eternal, and “higher” truths — higher, that is, than the 
tentative piecemeal conclusions of less pretentious scientific in- 
vestigators. These silent, slowly advancing conquerors of tmth 
did not reassure those who clung to a medieval faith, or to an 
eighteenth-century faith in the natural haiTOony of social and 
selfish interests, guaranteed by laws of social progress. The val- 
iant ambition of the founders of pragmatism was to restore man’s 
faith in himself, after science had exposed the mythical character 
of theologies and of metaphysical systems that based faith and 
morals on “self-evident” and “eternal” laws. 

One has only to compare the different ways in which Wil- 
liam Janies and his father grappled with the problems of tire 
mind in order to sense the profound change brought about within 
a single generation by the scientific approach to man after Dar- 
win’s work on the Oiigin of Species. When Henry James, Sr., 
about 1840, wi-ote to his friend, Joseph Heniy, the Faraday of 
America, for some scientific evidence of eternal moral and reli- 
gious truths of the universe, he received in reply no satisfactory 
assurance that physical science was ready to uphold the heaven 
and hell of Swedenborg. With a passion equal to that of Henry 
James, Sr., and his generation, but with greater scientific skepti- 
cism, WiUiam James and his friends in the Metaphysical Club 
debated whether the new biological discoveries of Darwin could 
really do for the human world what the older metaphysical doc- 
trines had promised but failed to do. It is not surprising that as 
a result of his Darwinian studies in physiology and psychology, 
William James did not emerge with any final answers to the old 

* “A rejl .science of man is now being built up out of the theory of evolu- 
tion and the facts of archeology, the nervous system and the senses. It has already 
a vast material extent, the papers and magazines are full of essays and articles hav- 
ing more or less to do with it.” Letter of James to President Eliot, December S, 
18YS, in Fcny, Thought and Character of William James (Boston: Little, Brown, 
1935), II, 10-11. James Mark Baldwin observed that “early American psychology 
was, written by tlieologians or educators or both in tlie same person”; quoted by 
Jay Wharton Fay, American Psychologtj Before William James (New Brunswick, 
N. J., 1939), preface. When Henry Holt asked John Fiske in 1878 to write a book 
on psychology, Fiske recommended William Janies who “knows mote about it 
than I do. He has been studying little else for several years.” Letters of John Fiske, 
edited by his daughter Ethel F. Fisk (New York, 1940), p. 371. 
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metaphysical problems. But he did revolutionize American psy- 
chology and philosophy by carrying evolution as far as he could 
in both fields, and by clearing the ground for a candid recog- 
nition of our scientific ignoance of the depths of human nature 
and of tlie world from which it emerged and is still emerging. 

William James in his own empirical way did what Kant 
tried to do in an a priori way, namely, to show the limits of science 
in order to make room for faith — not an unintelligible metaphysi- 
cal faith in an unknowable beyond experience, Irut a clear-eyed 
pragmatic faith in the individual as the chief repository of the 
hopes of humanity. James’s pragmatism, though essentially rest- 
ing on a belief in the genuine efficacy of human effort, did not 
appeal to a Schopenhaucrian annihilation of desire or to a blind 
Nietzschean will to power. On the contrary, James argued for a 
more liberal and humane conception of the mind’s dynamic 
power to amehorate man’s sorry lot. That neither physical nor 
biological science sealed man’s fate or destined him to passive 
resignation in a closed universe was one of the chief moral and 
metaphysical conclusions of James’s great psychological work, 
We shall notice in some detail how he drew on Darwin in order 
to obtain scientific support for his moral thesis. Without going 
too far beyond his Principles of Psychology, we shall discern the 
evolutionary germs of tliose ideas which he later sought to de- 
fend metaphysically; a functional view of the mind, temporalisra 
and pluralism in the emotional, volitional, and intellectual life 
of the mind, and a moral and metaphysical individualism. 

The relation of Darwinism to the development of James’s 
philosophy will not be found set forth m any one piece of James’s 
psychological or philosophical writing. As Professor Ralph B. 
Perry remarks in his definitive work on Janies, “the influence of 
Darwin was both early and profound, and its effects crop up in 
diverse and unexpected quarters.” ^ Thanks to Professor Perry’s 
magnificent and thorough portraiture of the thought and char- 
acter of the most influential and universally beloved of all the 
founders of pragmatism, my task of bringing together the effects 
of Darwin’s idea of evolution on James has been greatly facili- 
tated. With Professor Perry we must discriminate an early posi- 
tivistic phase of James’s idea of evolution. In tliis phase James 
pitted himself against his anti-Darwinian teacher of zoology, the 
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famous Louis Agassiz. Next, under the influence of Chauncey 
Wright and Charles Peirce, James began to criticize Spencers 
mechanical evolutionism, but still clung to Darwin’s theory of 
spontaneous variations despite Peirce’s metaphysical criticisms. 
Finally, we have the metaphysical phase of James’s later years, 
when he e.spoused Peirce’s radical tychism: the extension of spon- 
taneous chance to the whole of nature and its laws. It is easier 
to make out the positivistic and anti-Spenccrian Darwinism of 
James’s Psychology than the metaphysical phase, for the latter 
was never fully worked out. The metaphysics of evolution unfor- 
tunately did become entangled with James’s earlier interest in 
morals and method. For we shall find James arguing with Chaun- 
ccy Wright iir 1875 about the duty or right to believe, long be- 
fore he attempted a pluralistic and tychistic metaphysics which 
would provide room for it. Also we shall find James defending on 
Darwinian giouiids the hereditary character of moral and intel- 
lectual predispositions long before he attempted a metaphysic 
of “radical empiricism” to get at the ultimate constituents of 
the world. Finally, the pragmatic method of clarifying the mean- 
ings of controversial terms and theories antedates Iris metaphysi- 
cal flirtations with panpsychism, anti-intellectualism, and “crass 
supematuralism,” ideas with which James played but never de- 
veloped fuUy. 

Our main purpose now is to trace James’s use of the Dar- 
winian idea of evolution in his magnum opus, The Principles of 
Psychology, in order to discern its relations to the development of 
his pragmatism. In the background are the passionate exchanges 
of argument that took place between him and his youthful in- 
tellectual companions, Chauncey Wright, Charles Peirce, Oliver 
Wendell Holmes, Jr., and John Fiske, over the philosophical sig- 
nificance of evolution. We must remember that James did not 
give the doctrine of pragmatism its first public mintage and cur- 
rency until 1898. Though he credited Peirce with having formu- 
lated and baptized the doctrine in the early seventies, we larow 
that Wright, Holmes, and Pehce did not accept James’s version 
of the doctrine. They early and severely criticized James’s doc- 
trine of the will to believe for putting man too close to the center 
of the evolving universe. That is why among the founders of 
pragmatism there were varieties of application of the metliod of 
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determining tlie meanings of ideas by examining their temporal 
consequences or evolutionary eflects on thought and conduct. 

James adhered closely to the obsci'vational evidence sup- 
porting Darrvin’s hypothesis, as Chauncey Wright did, for both 
were critical of the dogmatic claims of those who tended to make 
a gospel of evolutionism (Spencer, Frske, Abbot, and Peirce), 
^But the variety and complexity of nature which Wright called 
“cosmic weather” and Peirce “tyclusm,” became for James the 
metaphysical ground of the theory of an open universe and indi- 
vidual moral freedom. What James as a metaphysician finally le- 
tained of evolution, namely, the ideas of temporalism and spon- 
taneous variation, served him persistently in his defense of the 
primary importance of individual experience and personal free- 
dom. That is the Ariadne’s thread to James’s philosophy of evolu- 
tion.^The elusive but genuine character of individual spontaneity in 
both the external world and in man is in James’s view of evolu- 
tion epitomized by “saltatory” mutations," original, spontaneous, 
irreducible phases of experience. James in his metaphysics dram- 
atized the external world of sensations and the inner world of 
rational, moral, aesthetic, and religious sentiments. Take tliese 
spontaneous variations and creative impulses as you find them, 
and you have the ingredients of James’s faith in tlie sufficiency of 
immediate experience, despite its transiency, and in the will to 
believe, despite the chilhng, paralyzing doubts of scientific skep- 
ticism. Scientific and philosophical ideas become merely abstrac- 
tions, useful only as intellectual instruments or convenient fic- 
tions to aid the individual to find his way among tlie complex 
particulars that flow into and out of his stream of experiences. 
The arrogance of metaphysical evolutionism is due to its attempt 
to substitute scientific abstractions for tlic more deeply felt flux. 
James’s critique of evolutionism brought him later to the center 
of the fin de siecle attack on scientism, in which fight he wel- 
comed the eloquent iutuitionism of Bergson. In combating evo- 
lutionism as a new form of dogmatism in which science replaced 
theology, James at first defended scientific method because he 
felt it had been subjected to abuse by dogmatic, speculative evo- 
lutionists like Spencer. Hence he sought both a general theory of 
the method of clarifying all generalizations and a criterion of 
truth that would do justice to the specific differences that are felt 
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in scientific and ethico-ieligious experiences. Perceptions felt im- 
mediately to be so difi'erent must make a practical difference to 
our conduct in exploring tire meanings of ideas. These meanings 
become clear when considered as guides to conduct. Ideas are 
in James's dynamic psychology incipient expressions of our active 
natures.^^ Hence, unless we act on an idea, imaginatively or ac- 
tually, we do not know what its meaning fully portends; and only 
if we are free to enact ideas can we perceive their meaning. 
Whence, the will to believe doctrine — a doctrine peculiar to 
James’s pragmatism and expressive of his humanism — that we 
can create certain kinds of human facts if we go ahead and act 
on their desired coming into existence. The theory of truth im- 
plicated by James’s will to believe aimed to humanize science 
and fortify individual morality against scientific skepticism and 
neutral indifference. The meaning of an idea grows out of the 
particular effects we perceive when we act on it; truth is what 
happens to ideas when they fit our experiences dynamically, that 
is, when the flux of experiences becomes adapted to variations 
produced by our individual efllorts. This temporal growth and 
fitness or adaptability of experience to new ideas in man’s pre- 
carious struggle with his environment is in keeping with the Dar- 
winian tlieory of natural selection. We need only to combine it 
with James’s firm belief in die active and spontaneous character 
of the individual in order to see how the ideas of evolution, ty- 
chism, and a will to believe doctrine came together in James’s 
early pragmatism. 

To attain perfect clearness in our thoughts of an object ... wo need 
only consider what . . . sensations we aie to expect horn it, and what 
reactions we mnst prepare . . . The ultimate test for us of what a truth 
means is indeed the conduct it dictates or inspires. But it inspires that con- 
duct because it first foretells some particular turn in our experience which 
shall call for just that conduct from us.'* 

There is in James’s pragmatic test of truth an emphasis on 
sensations rather than bare abstractions, on mr reactions to ex- 
ternal objects rather than on passive reception, and on individ- 
ual freedom rather than general environmental determinism. “Rad- 
ical empiricism” was James’s way of demanding that we look 
always to the inexhaustible variety and details of immediate ex- 
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perience for the meaning of reality for us as centers of activity 
in the flux. The particular turn which we can give to our experi- 
ence of objects endows our sensations of them with new meaning. 
The artistic metaphysician in James clung to that psychological 
fact throughout all his philosophizing over evolution, l3ul it pro- 
duced an internal clash of ideas with his scientific respect for 
Daiivin’s general hypothesis that the individual is at the mercy 
of environmental forces. The tough-minded po.sitivistic medical 
student and physiologist was early at war with the lender-minded 
moralist and individualist. It was the latter strain which predomi- 
nated as the years went by after 1890 and took James fai lber away 
from his physiological studies and deeper into the thicket of 
metaphysical questions. The public seemed to be more concerned 
with what science, particularly evolutionan' studies, impUed con- 
cerning the old questions of God, freedom, and immortahty, than 
with the logical validity of evolutionism. James as a humanitarian 
responded more eagerly to the larger vital public interest than 
to specialized preoccupations of “scientific” philosophers, with 
whom he grappled when their theories seemed to him to threaten 
the primacy of the individual’s immediate experience and un- 
quenchable thirst for freedom. 

In studying the effect of Darwin’s ideas on James’s prag- 
matism, we must continually keep before us the two a.spects of 
Darwinism — in other words, of the natural selection theory: (1) 
the conception of random and therefore of spontaneous “chance” 
variations; (2) the conception of the action of environmental 
conditions in selecting those variations having survival value and 
vigorously eliminating all others. It was characteristic of James 
(and, in one of his veins of thought, of Peirce) to make much of 
the first, with its possibly ( though, in fact, somewhat cc[uivocally) 
indetermiirate implications. Most of the Darwinians laid the em- 
phasis upon the second, in the theory of tlie formation of species; 
factors external to the individual variant were all important in 
determining whether it (or its offspring) would survive, or not. 
So also in the un-Daiwunitm Spencer: evolution is “the continuous 
adjustment of internal relations to external relations.” James may 
perhaps be said to have insisted, at times, that there is also a proc- 
ess in which external relations are adjusted to internal relations 
— that is to say, to the spontaneous variations which differenti- 
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ate the individual. There is thus not only a “loose,” not predeter- 
mined, nonmechanical aspect in the evolutionary process, but 
this manifests itself as a causal factor in tlie process, is dynamic 
and efficacious. The “spontaneous” variations are not merely pas- 
sive, raw material to be weeded out by external, environmental 
factors; they, so to say, once they have emerged, do some weed- 
ing on their own account, react upon and, at least in some slight 
degree, create their environment. In human affairs faith in a fact, 
the will to believe, often helps to create the fact, James boldly 
argued. 

On the other hand, the instrumentalist stiain in pragma- 
tism seems akin to, and perhajis partly derivative from, the 
second aspect of Daiwuiism. For the strict instnnnentalist, 
mental functions — ideation, perception, judgment, reasoning — 
are merely means of adjusting “internal” to “external” relations; 
they are nothing but aids — superior to teeth and claws — to sur- 
vival. Though tliis way of thinking — ^which long antedates Dar- 
win — probably had some influence on James, in the main he was 
antipathetic to it; there are for liim originally chance variations 
which have no positive survival value, but nevertheless survive; 
there are even some which are in some degree (though not to a 
decisive degree) unfavorable to survival. And in man these, so to 
say, completely non-Darwuiian values are for James the supreme 
values — the truly “valuable” things. There is in his thinking a 
considerable inteiplay and wavering between these various mo- 
tifs, and others not here mentioned. We must remind the reader 
that by “Darwinism” James meant not “evolutionism,” hr other 
words, the metaphysical generalization of organic evolution, but 
the natural-selection hypothesis. 

Evidence of the linkage between Jairres’s use of the two 
central Darwinian ideas of chance variations and adaptation and 
his earliest expressions of pragmatism will now be adduced from 
James’s early writings, culminating in his first book. The Principles 
of Psychology. If we keep to oirr Ariadne’s thread, namely James’s 
profound love of original individuality arrd spontaneous freedom, 
we shall not go astray among his intellectual vacillations. This 
thread runs through all his dialectical controversies with his 
Cambridge friends (Wright, Peirce, Hohnes, Fiske) and leads 
us through the thick growth of his pragmatism. The profusion of 
his ideas had been nurtured early in the stimulating milieu of a 
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gifted family of rich and varied interests,* ranging from Sweden- 
borg and spiritual socialism through literary criticism and the 
psychological novel to evolutionary physiology and psychical re- 
search. Though early trained as a medical student in physiologi- 
cal details, James never lost sight of the great moral problems. 
He approached them, as his scientific interests gave way to his 
deeper philosophical unrest, with a cosmopolitan and metaphysi- 
cal sweep that eUcited criticism and admiration from thinkers 
of varied schools of thought, startled out of their dogmatic 
slumbers by the freshness and vitality of his manner of seeking 
the human significance of science, religion, and metaphysics. He 
showed an unusual capacity for forming intellectual friendships 
with nearly every leading thinker of his time. Starting with his 
companions in the Metaphysical Club and other clubs in and 
around Harvard, tire list of those who were attracted to him by 
personal acquaintance or by connspondence is a veritable guide 
to late nineteentli-century American and European thought. Pro- 
fessor Perry’s work devotes at least one chapter to each of 
the following; Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., Chauncey Wright, 
Charles Peirce, Thomas Hodgson, Charles Renouvier, Thomas 
Davidson, George H. Howison, Josiah Royce, Hugo Miinsterberg, 
Carl Stumpf, F. C, S. Schiller, John Dewey, Charles A. Strong, 
Benjamin Paul Blood, Henri Bergson, James Ward. There were 
hrmdreds of others from whom James learned a plurality of per- 
spectives on fife’s problems. There are thousands who as bis pu- 
pils or readers have felt and still feel the engaging force of his 
mind and his personal integrity, and the reader can do no better 
than go directly to Perry’s work for the full life portrait of James. 
Wliat he will find here is a highly selective glimpse of how one 
idea, that of Darwinian evolution, functioned as a huge ganglion 
or nerve center in a complex and sensitive mind reaching out to 
all die vitally human questions of his day and ours. 

2. POSITIVISM AND METAPHYSICS IN 

The Principles of Psychology 

A serious-minded student at Harvard in 1877 complained in 
the columns of the Plarvard Crimson about the prospectus of a 
new course to be given in the Philosophy Department by Wil- 

* See F. O. Matthiessen, The lames Family (New York, 1047). 



106 


William James 

liam James, an assistant piofessor of physiological psychology; 
“Daminianism,” the complaint read, “is to be tieated metaphysi- 
cally, that is to say, . . . precisely as Dai win and his followers 
say it should not be tieatcd!” ‘ This student’s indignation was 
due perhaps to the way James had interspeised his physiological 
teaching with ciiticisms (inspired in pait by Peirce) of Spencer’s 
philosophical speculations about evolution. There was also a 
growing hostility to traditional metaphysics encouraged by posi- 
tivistic followers of Daiwm at Cambiidge like Jeflries Wyman, 
John Fiskc, Chailes Eliot Norton, and the recently deceased 
Chaimcey Wriglit. Wright’s Philosajihical Discussions, edited by 
James’s friend, Charles Eliot Norton, was published in 1877 by 
subscriptions from the admirers of his acute exposure of the meta- 
physical and theological foibles of speculative evolutionists. 
Charles Peirce often, in reti’ospect, pointed a scornful finger at 
the agnosticism and positivism of die 1870’s. At this time we 
find more or less antimetaphysical minds of the first order in 
every field of investigation; in the natural sciences. Maxwell, 
Tyndall, Clifford, Mendeleev, Pasteur, Lister, Claude Bernard, 
Koch, Helmholtz, Hertz, Kirclilioff, Mach, Stallo, Gibbs, Darwin; 
in the social sciences tlrere was a more metaphysical use of sci- 
entific data made by Comte, Buckle, Taine, Mill, and Marx; in 
French realistic or “scientific” novels, Flaubert, Zola, and the 
de Goncourts were drawing for details on physiology, archaeology 
and anthropology. Leslie Stephen defended Pluxley’s “agnosti- 
cism” and a psychological intei-pretation of religion. G. H. Lewes’ 
physiological researches and biographical history of philoso- 
phy appealed to James. He recommended to his brother Henry, 
Sainte-Bcuve’s method of “living with” an author, and praised 
“literary psychologists” except when they tried to be too scientific. 

It is not srrrprising, therefore, that William James under- 
scored the positivistic approach in his Principles of- Psychology, 
a compilation of brilliant articles which he h'ad written during 
1878 to 1889 for Mind, the idealistic Journal of Speculative Philos- 
ophy, and literary periodicals like Scribner’s and the Nation. 
His only claim to originality was tliat his work might aid in the 
development of a “natural science of psychology.” ® But this pref- 
atory claim was more of a concession to the positivism of the 
times than a consistently followed program. This vacillation in 
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James between science and metaphysics was immediately pointed 
out by cveiy one of the leading reviewers of James’s work, and 
evaluated, naturally, by each reviewer in tenns of his own meta- 
physical preconceptions. James Mark Baldwin declared that 
James’s conception of the stream of thought running parallel to 
the stream of physiological innervation 


should bring comfort to spiritualists and confusion to their enemies. And 
the comfort becomes positive satisfaciiori when one reads his final chapter 
on “Necessary Truths and the Effects of Experience.” Hero he argues 
trenchantly against the “expcj-icncc hypothesis,” finds raw expeiience also 
inadequate, and finally puts into his “pulse of Thought" a cargo of rational 
principles. It is to be hoped that Professor James will some day write us a 
“Metaphysics.” 

Baldwin’s reference to the spiritualists was vindicated in the re- 
view of Josiah Boyce, who interpreted James’s method as Kant- 
ian transcendentalism: “Know the most recent empirical for- 
mulation of the facts upon which you mean to reflect, and then 
reflect as profoundly, and, if necessary, as transcendentally as 
you can; that is the lesson of Kant’s own method.”" Boyce con- 
cluded that James’s work was of great value to ethical students.® 
James Sully, the British positivist, praised the book but was dis- 
turbed mildly in noting drat James’s instinct for careful obser- 
vation of fact and rigorous A^erification of theory was accompa- 
nied by a theological mysticism: 

The mysticism appeals more plainly in ihe whole doctrine of effort 
and free-will which, as the author would probably be the flr.st to allow, is 
as much an aestlielic or ethic postulate as a psychologic assiation. YcL this 
Lotze-like leaning to a theological view of things is on the whole kept in 
praisoworlhy subjection to properly scientific aims, and a man must have 
the smallness of a pedant to object to the occasional intrusion of a hint of 
largo vistas beyond.'* 


James Ward, a friend of William James and an acute British 
psychologist with theistic leanings, put his finger on a funda- 
mental dualism in James: “1 should apply to you the word of 
Goethe: 'Es sind zwei Menschen in diesen Brust,’ n. s. to. I shall 
some day play off James the psychologist against James the 
metaphysician, moralist, and human.” James’s reply to this criti- 
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cism of his Psychologtf indicates that the dualism between the 
physiological and psychological was inescapable and that he had 
grown impatient with the exaggerated claims of so-called scien- 
tific psychology; 

Yes, I am too unsystematic and loose! But in this case [of psychology] 

I peimitted myself to remain so deliberately, on account of the strong aver- 
sion with which I am filled for the humbugging pretense of exactitude in 
the way of definition of terms and description of states in the psychological 
literature. What does a human being really learn from it all beyond what 
he knew aheady by the light of nature? . . . There can be no psychology 
worth the paper it is written on (except the science of the correlations of 
brain states with objects known) until something sound in epistemology is 
done. Fray go ahead and do itl 

The germs of James’s Darwinism and his early moral and 
metaphysical interests are seen lurking in more than one chapter 
of his Principles of Psychology. We find them proliferating abun- 
dantly in the chapters of his great book dealing with the evolu- 
tion of the functions of the brain, instinct, emotions, will, reason- 
ing, and in tlie last ten pages of the final chapter on “necessary 
timths and the effects of experience.” 

Evolution of the Brain-Functions.^^ Throughout the Princi- 
ples James tried desperately to reconcile the mechanical explana- 
tions of science with the felt reality of purpose, not as belonging 
to two worlds, one disclosed to sense experience and tire other 
to a higher transcendental reason, but as inseparably joined. 
What interests us is that James invoked evolution as the process 
that did tire joining. The brain and the nervous system he called 
“organs of consciousness” because consciousness which is always 
ruled by the ends of desire needed organs as means for achiev- 
ing intelhgently whatever would realize its ends. Feelings, pref- 
erences, and intelligence thus reside in the very action of all 
nervous centers ; “Like all other organs . . . [the nervous centers] 
evolve from ancestor to descendant, and their evolution takes 
two directions, the lower centres passing dowirwards into more 
unhesitating automatism, and the higher ones upwards into larger 
intellectuality.” 

The modus operandi of the evolution of tlie brain’s functions 
is not discussed by James until the last chapter, in which he 
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comes out against the Lamarckian theory of the inheritance of 
acquired characteristics and defends Dai-win’s view of the pres- 
ervation of lucky variations. The reflex actions through the spinal 
cord become more and more automatic, 

whilst on the contraiy those function.s which it hcnefit.s the animal to have 
adapted to delicate environing variations pass more and more to the hemi- 
spheres, whose anatomical structure and attendant consciousness grow more 
and more elaborate as zoological evolution proceeds . . . Some such shad- 
owy view of the evolution of the centres, of the relation of consciousness to 
them, and of the hemi.sphores to the other lobes, is, it seems to me, that in 
which it is safest to indulge. If it has no other advantage, it at any rate 
makes us realize how enormous are the gaps in our knowledge, the moment 
we try to cover the facts by any one formula of a general kind.i-'* 

Knowledge of tlie intimate working of the brain mu.st be rele- 
gated to tlie physiology of the future.^* Out of the shadowy view 
of the evolution of the brain’s functions there emerges the cen- 
tral psychological fact about man: he is a creature of preferences, 
desires, action, and will. 

To explain the irritability of the nervous system,® James 
alludes^*' skeptically to Fiske’s Cosmic Philosophy (1874) and 
Spencer’s Principles of Biology (1860) and Principles of Psychol- 
ogy (1855). Their mechanical explanations of the nervous system 
as a mass of matter in different states of tension and paths of 
action subject to the effects of nutrition until equilibrium is at- 
tained — all these Spenceiian notions impressed James as con- 
cealing under a great show of precision much that was vague, 
improbable, and even self-contradictory. Tlie more clear-cut and 
patent facts about the nervous system open to observation are 
its plasticity and d 3 mamic habit-forming tendencies. What re- 
sists our efforts at first may yield and become automatic by ex- 
ercise, so that habits newly formed may liberate consciousness 
to attend to creative acts of greater complexity. Dr. Carpen- 
ter’s Mental Physiology (1874) was perhaps the chief source 
of James’s theories of habit and ideo-motor action.”’ Tliat all 
thinking was ideo-motor in character is an essential part of what 

* That our very nerve fibers in a dim way feel, prefer, and desire was also 
the view of George II. Lewes, in his Phtjsiologij of the Common Life (1800), and 
of other physiologists impressed by the adaptive power of even the simple reflexes 
(if the frog. 
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James’s pragmatism imported into philosophy; hence, Carpen- 
ter’s work, from this standpoint, sliares with those of Bain, Lewes, 
Lotze, and Fouillee the credit for nourishing the psychological 
roots of James’s praginatismd'^ 

Instincts. James’s definition of instinct continues to show 
his pliilosophical concern to break down the opposition between 
purposive and mechanical actions: Instinct is action towards ends 
without foresight and without precious learning. If we find proc- 
esses of reaching for ends by reflex actions operating on an enor- 
mous scale in the animal world, then wc should not hesitate to 
impute the same to humans. Paul A, Chadbounic’s popular woik 
on Instinct (1872), to which I have alluded in my introductory 
chapter, is the first cited by James in support of the notion that 
there is no organ without a native aptitude for its use by its pos- 
sessor.^® However, James criticizes Chadbour-ne’s abstract nam- 
ing of purposes like “self-preservation, fear of deatli, love of life, 
maternal love,” for failing to respect “the strict physiological way 
of interpreting the facts. . . . The actions we call instinctive all 
conform to the general reflex type . . . The nervous system is to a 
great extent a preorganized bundle of such reactions . . 

The preorganization is evolutional, and instinct is not, as Chad- 
bourne’s theological theory would have it, a form of a priori 
knowledge. James ridicules Chadboume’s view that the bhd 
with a gland for the secretion of oil knows instinctively how to 
press the oil from the gland and apply it to the feather, or that 
the hawk knows by instinct how to wield his talons. Yet when 
Bergson’s L’Evoliition CrSatrice appeared with the same sort of 
arguments, in 1905, James had forgotten his own reflex theory 
of instincts and espoused an irrtuilionistic theory of knowledge 
by “pure experience,” irr his Essays in Radical Empiricism. 

Retrrrning, however, to James’s early Darwinian and reflex 
theory of purposive instinct, we find him then especially im- 
pressed by the physiological details of str-uctural adaptations in 
nature ; “Even so there are no borrnds to the minuteness of adap- 
tation in die way of conduct which the several inhabitants of 
each nook and cranny of creation display.” 

How can we explain these maiwelous and intricate adjust- 
ments of animals to the many demands of their environment? 
James’s answer does not, hke Chadboume’s, malce reference to 
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the beneficence of God. It is an avowedly anthropomorphic an- 
swer which goes to the root of James’s personalistic philosophy, 
and is far from Darwinian; “We can only interpret the instincts 
of brutes by what we know of instincts in ourselves.” 

This openly antliropomorphic defiance of mechanistic sci- 
ence obviously goes counter to the way in which Darwin post- 
poned for a dozen years his application of natural selection to 
man, for The Descent of Man and its principle of sexual selection 
was not put forth until 1872; in The Origin of Species there was 
scarcely any explicit reference to the origin of the human species 
other than the bare statement “Light will be thrown on the origin 
of man and his history” (p. 488). But Jame.s’s early view was an 
attack on metaphysical abstractions like materialism rather than 
on science. He likewise attacked idealistic tlieories of human na- 
ture that minimized the life of tire impulses and made pure reason 
a la Kant and Hegel the essential characteristic of man. James 
claimed tliat both materialists and idealists erred in their views 
of instinct, the fomier regarding them as blind, the latter as in- 
variable. His evidence is taken from Darw'in’s Origin of Species: 

In the instincts of mammals, and even of lower creatures, the uni- 
formity and infallibility which, a generation ago, were considered as essen- 
tial characters do not exist. The minuter study of recent years has found 
continuity, transition, variation, and mistake, wherever it has looked for 
them, and decided that what is called an instinct is usually only a tend- 
ency to act in a way of which the average is pretty con.stant, but which 
need not be mathematically true. Cl. on this point Duiwin’s Origin of 
Species.2- 

James’s sense of the plurality and individuality of nature’s 
ways appears in his Darwinian view of iusliucts: “Nature im- 
plants contrary impulses to act on many classes of things, and 
leaves it to slight allerations in the conditions of the individual 
case to decide which impulse .shall carry the day.” There' arc 
a great many more impulses in man than tlie rationalists have 
recognized. It is not reason which checks any impulse, but only 
a stronger impulse. Reason may excite the iraagirvatian so as to 
let loose the stronger, more or less advantageous impulse. There 
is no intrinsic value or supremacy in either instinct or reason, and 
no material antagonism between tlrem. 
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There is a certain maturation or “transiency,” as James 
called it, of the many instincts of man productive of his char- 
acter which the educator should utilize; 

In all pedagogy the great thing is to stiike the iron while hot, and 
to seize the wave of the pupil’s inteiest in each successive subject befoie 
its ebb has come, so that knowledge may be got and a habit of skill ac- 
cphed — a headway of interest, in shoit, secured, on which afterward the 
individual may float." ‘ 

The modifiabihty of the elementary impulses in time is an es- 
sential ingredient of James’s temporalism. And another compo- 
nent of his later metaphysics, his pluralism, appears in the large 
number of instincts he found innate in man. Darwinism explained 
their biologic utility, and tychism their variety. “No other mam' 
mnl, not eoen the monkey, shows so large an array” (James’s 
italics ) 

The long list of special human instincts ( over thirty in num- 
ber) arrayed by James reveals his desire to do justice to the spe- 
cific, original, variable, and dynamic roots of human nature. 
These had been described in niggardly fashion by metaphysical 
psychologists who attempted to reduce the mind of man to a 
few general invariable faculties or traits endowed by God. The 
first half of tire hst contains James’s observations on his own 
child’s behavior; they are similar to Darwin’s empirical reports 
of his children’s psychogenesis. 

Beginning with the reflex action of suckurg by infants 
(“seeking the breast is acquired”) and going on to the social 
predispositions of imitation, emulation, or rivalry, James’s in- 
ventory of instincts shows little concern for their early modifi- 
cation by cultural influences. On tire contrary, his whole theory 
of the native endowment of man is a form of cultural primitiv- 
ism. Perhaps this is what Dewey means when he says that 
James was lacking in historical sense. For example, from the in- 
stincts of pugnacity, anger, resentment, James tries to derive and 
explain the tragedies of war, ignoring completely economic and 
political factors; 

Fugnacity; anger; resentment. In many respects man is the most ruth- 
lessly ferocious of beasts. As with all gregarious animals “two souls,” as 
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Faust says, “dwell within his breast,” the one of sociability and helpfulness, 
the other of jealousy and antagonism to his mates. Though in a general way 
he cannot live without them, yet, as regards certain individuals, it often 
falls out that he cannot live with them either. Constrained to be a member 
of a tribe, he still has a right to decide, as far as in him lies, of which other 
members the tribe shall consist. Killing off a few obnoxious ones may often 
better the chances of those that remain. And killing off’ a neighboring tribe 
from whom no good thing comes, but only competition, may materially 
better the lot of the whole tribe. Hence the gory cradle, the helium omnium 
contra omnes, in which our race was reared; hence the fickleness of human 
ties, the ease with which the foe of yesterday becomes the ally of to-day, 
the friend of to-day the enemy of to-moirow; hence the fact that we, tlie 
lineal representatives of tlie successful cnactor,s of one scene of slaughter 
after another, must, whatever more pacific virtues we may also possess, still 
carry about with us, ready at any moment to burst into flame, the smoul- 
dering and sinister traits of character by means of which they lived through 
so many massacres, harming others, but themselves unharmed.”" 

In “The Moral Equivalent of War,” published in 1910, James 
does not depart from the assumption that bellicosity is engrained 
in man, but adds the “solution”; sublimate it in sports and inter- 
national work projects. There is still no inkling of the powerful 
economic and political causes of international war, though there 
is no lack in James of deep moral indignation at their effects in 
degrading man. What James did contribute to the problem was 
the important psychological fact that human nature is plastic 
enough to modify its combative tendencies and call into play 
more cooperative impulses. A few more examples of James’s ac- 
count of the native predispositions of man will suffice to bring 
out the individualistic character of his Darwinism, due to his 
slighting the socio-cultural factors that transfomi the raw, plastic 
biological endowment of man. 

When Janies says “the hunting instinct has an equally re- 
mote origin in the evolution of the race,” he does not thereby 
explain die large variety of objects or social forms of all sorts 
historically associated wdth hunting. He does mention anthropo- 
logical data in connection with the instinct of phiy, but fails to 
explain why its diverse cultural manifestations should be de- 
termined by such a general instinct: "The lowest savages have 
their dances, more or less formally conducted. The various reli- 
gions have their solemn rites and exercises, and civic and mili- 
tary power symbolize their grandeur by processions and celebra- 



114 . William James 

tions of diverse sorts.” Play entei's into these complex cultural 
forms as it does into “higher esthetic feelings” but hoio it enters 
is not explained by calling it an instinct, as James does. The sci- 
entific study of cultural forms is not furtliered by James’s view 
tliat tliey arise out of instincts which are ultimate, inexphcable 
elements of human nature. Sociability and shyness are instincts 
also, says James, referring to Galton’s observations on the gre- 
gariousness of South African cattle and to Dai'win’s remarks on 
stage flight.-*^ But cattle do not talk and stage fright is more than 
shyness. Again, the social compficatioir of instincts is ignored by 
James’s well-intentioned evolutionary moralizing on the instinct of 
Love; “As Darwin has shown hr his book on the Descent of Man 
and Sexual Selection it has played a vital part in the amelioration 
of all higher arrimal types, and is to a vast degree responsible for 
whatever degree of chastity the human race may show.” 

Whenever physiology does not suffice to distinguish one in- 
stinct from another, James will resort to Darwinian “variation.” 
Thus tire instinct of sympathy is for James — the most sympa- 
thetic of philosophers — a peculiarly human trait, not to be con- 
founded with or derived from animal gregariousness: “Sympathy 
does not necessarily follow from the mere fact of gregarious- 
ness . . . and may be due to a random variation selected, quite 
as probably as gregariousness and maternal love are, even in 
Spencer’s opinion, due to such variations.” Similarly, science 
and pliilosophy as activities are not based on the more practical 
instinct of curiosity about die objects of die immediate environ- 
ment, an instinct “already pretty low down among vertebrates.” 
The stimuli to scientific and pliilosophic thinking “are not objects, 
but ways of concehdng objects; and the emotions they give rise 
to are to be classed, with many other aesthetic manifestations, 
sensitive and motor, as incidental features of our mental life.” 
By incidental, of course, James means that art, science, and philos- 
ophy are not needed-for die immediate practical end of biologi- 
cal survival. 

It would be misleading to allow my accumulation of se- 
lected portions of James’s work to give the reader the one-sided 
impression that James approached his study of man only from the 
Darwinian viewpoint. James never approached any subject or 
problem from a single point of view. 1 shall quote only one in- 
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stance here, in closing my discussion of his account of instinct, 
though many more passages could be cited in which James 
dropped die whole evolutionary approach in order to go di- 
rectly to experience. Referring to constructiveness, he says; “Of 
course the utilitarian origin of this instinct is obvious. Rut to 
stick to bai'e facts at present and not to trace origins, we must 
admit that this instinct now exists, and probably always has 
existed, since man was man.” Peirce was exasperated by Jame.s’.s 
habit of dropping all theories and referring to what is givem. lie 
deplored the lack of logical rigor in Jame.s’s picccnieal functional 
analysis of human traits along Darwinian lines. 

The last ten pages of James’s ojnis are devoted to the de- 
fense of Darwin’s as against Lamarck’s theory. The latter attrib- 
uted the origin of instincts to acquired and transmitted ances- 
tral habits. James’s concluding pages summarize the arguments 
and evidences on both sides of the c^uestions concerning psycho- 
genesis or the evolutionary explanation of the native endowment 
of man. He brought to the support of his nativism Weismann’s 
Essays on Heredity, published in English in 1889.“® Though most 
psychologists were still Lamarckian in their view of instincts as 
products of ancestral experience, James stuck to his profound 
conviction of the uneliminable originality and native peculiarity 
of each individual’s constitution independent of ancestral ac- 
quisitions. Such originality and independence fitted well into 
James’s moral doctilne of the free will to believe and his cor- 
related metaphysics of an open universe. James preferred Dar- 
win’s theory of tire natural selection of accidentally produced 
variations to the Lamarckian theory, because the latter meant 
the visiting of the virtues and sins of the fathers upon their off- 
spring, whereas the Darwinian view gave each individual a 
greater latitude to vary from his parents. 

The greatest flaw in Jame.s’s Darwinian and physiological 
theory of man’s original nature is an almost complete disregard of 
the social conditioning of “instinctive” behavior, a flaw which runs 
through his theory of emotions, will, reasoning, and the springs of 
historical progress, His moral individualism limited the scientific 
but broadened the metaphysical range of his vision. 

Emotions. As early as 1867, James, while a medical student 
in Berlin, had noted in the margin of his copy of Lotze’s Medi- 
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cinische Psychologie that emotions are “bodily reverberations.” 
There were many more anticipations of the James-Lange physio- 
logical theory of the emotions than James was aware 01,*"^ but 
the older medical and philosophical descriptions of emotions, 
even when physiological, were still couched in general terms and 
abstract classifications. Guided by the accurately detailed de- 
scriptions of such emotions as fear, provided by Darwin in his 
Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872), James 
defended the view that all emotions are organic disturbances, 
“rigidity of this muscle, relaxation of that, constriction of ai'teries 
here, dilation there, breathing of this sort or that, pulse slowing 
or quickening, this gland secreting and that one dry, etc.” It 
was precisely because the older literary, philosophical, and medi- 
cal writers were rarely attentive to the minute and recondite 
physiological causes of emotion that they failed to describe ade- 
quately tire rich gamut of its subtle overtones. The internal 
blendings and fugues of emotion are as varied and interpene- 
trating as the innumerable pulsations and reverberations within 
our organisms, Pre-Jamesian psychology erred in its accounts of 
the emotions as pre-Darwinian biology had in its rigid classi- 
fication of species: 

The trouble with the emotions in psychology is that they are re- 
garded too much as absolutely individual things. So long as they are set 
down as so many eternal and sacred psychic entities, hke the old immutable 
species in natural history, so long all that cun be done with them is rever- 
ently to catalogue their separate characters, points, and effects. But if we 
regard them as products of more general causes (as “species" are now 
regarded as products of heredity and variation), the mere distinguishing 
and cataloguing becomes of subsidiary importance , , . Now the general 
cau.ses of the emotions are indubitably physiological.^** 

Just as positivists argued that a physical object is the 
totality of its sensible effects, so James has shown that an emo- 
tion is the totality of its organic manifestations. 

Can one fancy the state of rage and picture no ebullition in the chest, 
no flushing of the face, no dilation of the nostrils, no clenching of the teeth, 
no impulse to vigorous action, but in their stead hmp muscles, calm breath- 
ing, and a placid face? The present writer, for one, certainly cannot . . , 
, A purely disembodied human emotion is a nonentity.®"* 
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The physiological theory defended hy Darwin and James 
is not metaphysical materialism or behaviorism. James’s func- 
tional analysis of emotion is neutral, in Chauncey Wright’s sense, 
with respect to introspective knowledge and valuation of emo- 
tional reactions. The organic neiwous disturbances which cause 
or condition emotions do not alter the fact that they are inwardly 
felt, and judged instantly as good or evil. James tried hard from 
the start of his Psychology to stick to a positivistic program which 
would make psychology a natural science. That meant making no 
commitments concerning the ultimate nature of the mind, but it is 
scarcely true to say that the only generalizations he permitted 
liimself to use were those drawn from observable physiological 
functions interpreted by Darwinian principles. 

Some emotional expressions are accounted for by the prin- 
ciple of natural selection “as weakened repetitions of movements 
which formerly (when they were stronger) were of utility to the 
subject.” This evolutionary principle of utility was applied by 
Darwin in explaining the one-sided uncovering of the upper teeth 
in the snarl or sneer, “It is accounted for by Darwin as a survival 
from the time when our ancestors had large canines, and un- 
fleshed them (as dogs now do) for attack." Does the pupil of 
the eye become dilated or contracted in fear? James has doubts 
about a contemporary physiologist’s hypothesis on this detail; 
“I must repeat, with Dai'win, that we need more minute obser- 
vations on this subject.” ■‘® 

James in one place out-Darwins Darwin by criticiziug the 
latter’s principle of “antithesis” — opposite movements for con- 
trary feelings — as too speculative to serve as a causal principle. 
He did not hesitate to alxmdon the teleological Lamarckian tend- 
encies which crop up in Darwin, and came out vigorou.sly for 
a purely accidental element having no inherent utility in the life 
of the nervous system, so far as the origin of its enormous vari- 
ety of reactions goes, Note the inclusion of the aesthetic life 
among quasi-accidental variations: “Sea-sickness, the love of mu- 
sic, of the various intoxicants, nay the entire aesthetic life of 
man we shall have to trace to this accidental origin. It would 
be foolish to suppose that none of the reactions called emotional 
could have arisen in this quasi-accidental way.”"*^ 

James’s Darwinian theory of the emotions clearly reveals 
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tlie early positivistic phase of his piagmalic philosophy. It marks 
his early refusal to accept any metaphysical theory in which 
disembodied feelings or mental faculties are divorced from the 
emotional mrder currents of tire “stream of thought.” He also re- 
jected as too rnetaphysical the panpsychist theory of an evolu- 
tionary mind-stuff that made feelings the primordial dust from 
which our consciousness emerged. So long as James stuck to the 
tough-minded physiological view of emotions as bodily rever- 
berations, Ire was able to steer clear of urrveiifiable speculations 
about the ultimate Ui staff initially present iir the cosmic dawn 
of consciousrress. It was in a subsequent more tender-minded 
metaphysical mood that he fluted with evolutiorrary panpsy- 
chism, but even then his early scientific scruples and individ- 
rrahstn prevented hinr from espousing such an all-embracing 
rnetaphysical scheme. “Metaphysics,” says James in his critical dis- 
cussiorr of the mind-stufi; theory — orre of the most metaphysical 
chapters of the Tsijchologij — ^“means rrothing but an unusually ob- 
stinate effort to tlrirrk clearly.” ■*'’ Does evolutionary psychology 
demand a mirrd-dust? The metaphysical thesis that it does so turns 
out to rest on contradictory premises: (1) that all mental states 
are compounded of discrete, atomic, primordial feelings, ( 2 ) that 
evolutionary continuity requires that consciousness in some shape 
must have been present in the very origin of tlrings. If one has 
to make a choice between these two assumptions, James is cer- 
tain that the first is false because of its implied merrtal chemistry 
of atomic mental states. Our mental states are experienced as 
“wholes” and are irever truly resolvable irrto discrete things, psy- 
chical or material.'*'* 

James would rather leave open the metaphysical possibility 
of a soul that mysteriously interacts with the body than accept 
the urrintelligible mind-stuff theory as a necessary supposition 
for evolutionary psychology. Chauncey Wright had shown how 
weak and attenuated is the metaphysical evolutionist’s attempt 
to read Darwin’s principle of natural selection and contirruity 
of organic development into the remote astr-onornic aird irror- 
ganic past of the universe. In Wright’s "psycho-zoology”' — title 
of an unborn treatise foreshadowed hr “The Evolution of Self- 
Consciousness” (1873) — the natural science of psychology would 
employ Dar-winian principles of natural selection on the verifiable 
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phenomena of our mental stales correlated with then- physiolog- 
ical functions. So too, James restricted psychology as a natu- 
ral science to giving an account of “particular finite streams of 
thought, co-existing and succeeding in time.” Evolution in psy- 
chology would simply mean giving an empirically verifiable ac- 
count of the genesis of mental states, and showing how they are 
useful in serving the interests of the human organism, without 
attempting to account for the ultimate origination of any of its 
spontaneous interests. Metaphysical theories of atomic sensations 
or a mind-stuff or “unconscious mental states” or an all inclusive 
Absolute Mmd, are worthless as premises for a scientific psy- 
chology. By keeping to the functional interrelations of intro- 
spective and physiological data, 

our psychology will remain positivistic and non-inetaphysical . . . the spir- 
itualistic reader may nevertheless believe in the soul if he will; while the 
positivistic one who wishes to give a tinge of mystery to the expression of 
his positivism can continue to say that nature in her unfathomable designs 
has mixed us of clay and flame, of brain and mind, that the two things hang 
indubitably together and determine each other’s being, but why or how, 
no mortal may ever know.^5 

Peirce’s cosmic evolutionism which postulated a primordial 
chaos of unpersonalized feelings was regarded as a possible meta- 
physical theory by James, but out of place in an empirical psy- 
chology. The indhidualisni of James would not sacrifice the in- 
tegral character of present states of feeling or thought for any 
metaphysical theory, either while he wrote the Principles or when 
he departed from them in his later, more' metaphysical phase. 
The temporalism of his pragmatism was rooted in the stream of 
thought, and his pluralism shows up in his cunccpticm of the 
various kinds of selves wo all possess. Though natural selection 
leads us to desire the preserrsition of the maleiial and social self, 
chance luckily also permits us .spontaneously to strive for spiritual 
ends not directly related to the body or to society. 

3. WXLL, REASON, AND THE WIDE TO BELIEVE 

James’s chapter on the will was originally published as an 
article, "The Feeling of Effort,” in 1880, and as this title suggests, 
James attacked the classical and Kantian separation of will and 
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reason from emotion. In line with his Darwinian theory of the 
emotions, James identified the feeling of effort with the kines- 
thetic feelings that invariably accompany so-called manifesta- 
tions of will. Even the positivistic physiologists whom James ad- 
mired, Bain, Helmholtz, and Mach, had not gone so far, but had 
with Wundt regarded will as a ■prior innervation of motor centers. 
James employed again a Darwinian notion of selection exercised 
by the eflEcrent rrerves on incoming sensations, a selection that 
would be guided spontaneously by our primary reflex, instinctive, 
emotional movements or interests. Willing and doing are one and 
the same psychical movement arising unaccountably from our 
spontaneous and deeply rooted idco-motor make-up. 

We explain the mystery [of will and rts effects] tant bten que mal by 
our evolutioirary theories, saying that lucky vaiiatrons and heredity have 
gradually brought it about that this particular pan of terms should have 
grown into a uniform sequence. Meanwhile why any state of consciousness 
at all should precede a movement, we know not — the two things seem so 
essenhally discontinuous 

There is a constant oscillation in James’s mind between his 
respect for a scientific theory like Darwin’s and his vivid sense 
of the concrete particularity of those aspects of immediate experi- 
ence which elude scientific fonnulation, between the general laws 
of physiological behavior and the particular feelings disclosed to 
introspection. Profoundly aware of the need of correlating the 
two, James went to the roots of scientific theory and emerged 
with a nominalistic view that made the individual’s sense-experi- 
ences and native modes of reaction the fons et origo of all theory, 
scientific, moral, or metaphysical. This nominalism distinguishes 
James’s pragmatism from Peirce’s. It reveals itself in a homely 
but striking passage in the chapter on “The Will” where James 
analyzes the reasoning of a dnmkard strirggling with himself to 
form a “reasonable” or “right conception” of his addiction. For 
James, as for Hume, the “right” conception in moral deliberation 
is one in harmony with our impulsive nature, but James added 
the Darwinian notion that in order to make the adjustment of 
a moral theory with powerful emotions there is an internal strug- 
gle of ideas attached to their names. The right idea sm-vives only 
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by crowding out all other names or words that obstruct the effort 
to face the meaning of “being a drunkard.” 

Where, however, the right conception is an anti-impulsive one, the 
whole intellectual ingenuity of the man u.sually goes to work to crowd it 
out of sight, by the help of which the disposition of the moment may sound 
sanctified, and sloth or passion may reign unchecked, flow many excuses 
does the drunkard find when each new temptation comes! It is a new brand 
of liquor which the interests of intellectual culture in such matters obliges 
him to tost; moreover, it is poured out and it i.s siii to waste it; or others 
are drinking and it wnnld he churlishness to refuse; or it is but to enable 
him to sleep, or just to get through this job of work; or it isn’t drinking, it 
is because he feels so cold; or it is Christmas day; or it is a means of stimu- 
lating him to make a more powerful resolution in favor of abstinence than 
any he has hitherto made; or it is just this once, and once doesn’t count, 
etc., etc., ad libitum — it is, in fact, anything you like e.'ccept being a drunk- 
ard. That is the conception that will not stay before the poor soul’s atten- 
tion. But if he once gets able to pick out that way of conceiving the various 
opportunities which occur, if through thick and thin he holds to it that this 
is being a drunkard and nothing else, he is not likely to remain one long. 
The effort by which he succeeds in keeping the right name unwaveringly 
present to his mind proves to be his saving moral act.^'^ 

This passage may be dismissed lightly as a piece of moraliz- 
ing rhetoric, but we may also regard it as freighted with the ideas 
that made up the early cargo of James’s nominalistic pragmatism. 
There is a footnote to this passage in which James refers us 
to Aristotle’s discussion of incontinence and the doctrine of the 
practical syllogism in order to explain the perennial problem of 
why we so often see the better and do the worse. There are two 
kinds of premises, Aristotle’s doctrine teaches, universal and par- 
ticular. When we see the better we make use only of iiniver- 
sals, for example, drinking too much is harmful; but in order to 
know what we must do in a concrete situation like that of the 
dmnkard, it is necessary to have also particular premises, for 
example, I won’t dinnk this because it will form a habit of drink- 
ing more than is good for me. 

Hie “will to believe” doctrine of James is the doctrine of the 
practical syllogism generalized to cover metaphysical questions 
about God, freedom, and immortality, as well as moral situations. 
We know that Chauncey Wright, Peirce, and Holmes severely 
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castigated James for confounding metaphysics with morals. James 
had first enunciated the doctrine as “the duty to believe” in con- 
versation with these early intellectual companions of his in the 
Metaphysical Club in the 1870’s, when agnosticism was riding 
high on tire wave of evolutionism and seemed to leave morals 
without any firm foundation. 

Chauncey Wright, about two months before his death, de- 
scribed his younger friend William James, in a letter to Grace 
Norton, as one “to whom the perfection of moral action and behef 
is in heroic conditions of life; and a creed adapted to these, how- 
ever rare tlrcy may be in fact, is to him the true creed, covering 
the whole range of life, and prescribiirg a rule for the extremes of 
human action.” Then, after describing the debate between him- 
self and the heroic young WilHam, Wright reports that conces- 
sions were granted on both sides; 

I allowed that unpioved beliefs, unfounded in evidence, were not 
only allowable, but were somelimes even fit, becoming, or appropriate to 
states of feebng or types of character which are deservrng of approval, or 
even of honor. This fitness does not however amount to an obligation of 
duty. So far we are agreed, and he [James} retracts.^® 

James as a result changed the name of his doctrine to the 
"right to believe,” but still fell afoul of the more implacable logi- 
cal conscience of his friend Charles Peirce, who argued that the 
right not to believe in the absence of preponderant evidence was 
the duty of a man of science. Wright had been more understand- 
ing of James’s moral point that a judgment not to hope and be- 
lieve what accords with one’s ideals signifies a betrayal of one’s 
loyalty. On the question of the relation of metaphysics to morals, 
Wright took a more sociological and historical position than 
James: “The Nature still deserving our worship is the harmony of 
an elevated moral standard, pragmatically opposed to the claims 
of traditional institutions and sanctions . . . Natural rights were 
pragmatically real, so long as divine rights were.''® 

Returniirg to James’s Principles of Psychology, we find the 
evolutionary approach of James continuing from his physiological 
analyses of instinct, emotions, and will to the intellectual opera- 
tions of the mind, The laws of logic and logical order appear “in 
a mind which has come by some lucky variation to apprehend a 
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series of more than two terms at once.” Experience itself is not 
a logical system, for it supplies tlie mind with the raw, unordered, 
primitive materials and problems which the intelligent animal 
has to put into order or suffer the consequences. Now, in scientific 
investigations systematic classification and the logical ordering 
of observed properties are the results of comparisons and func- 
tional correlations enabling us to predict and adjust ourselves 
to things to come. Why should the logical operations of the 
mind “form such a mighty engine for dealing with the facts of 
life?” James’s answer to this epistemological puzzle of the ages 
begins with an instrumentalist view of concepts, and dates back 
to 1879, the year after the publication of Peirce’s “How To Make 
Our Ideas Clear”; “What is a conception? It is a teleological in- 
strument. It is a partial aspect of a thing which for our purpose 
we regard as its essential aspect, as the representative of the en- 
tire thing.” 

There are no privileged concepts or ways of conceiving 
things truer than any others; there are only more important ways, 
“more frequently serviceable ways.” What James wished to repu- 
diate as “utterly absurd” was the popular notion that “Science is 
forced on the mind ab extra, and that our interests have nothing 
to do with its consti'uctions.” Helmholtz’s account of the dis- 
covery of the law of the conserv'ation of energy law is irsed by 
James as evidence of the scientist’s sense of the plasticity of the 
conceptual materials in his harrds, the as if character of the as- 
sumptioir of Nature’s intelligibility in tcrans of physical constants. 
By translating the mixed-up order of serrse-experience into ideal 
relations of kinds, number, form, crpiality, and so on, the scientific 
discoverer is able to verify '“that the things of Nature turn out 
to act as if they were of the kind assumed,” ‘ James thought tire 
scientist was thus obliged to declare that the experienced form 
of things is false and the ideal form true, “declarations which 
are justified by the appearance of new setrsihle experiences at 
just those times and places at whiclr we logically irrfer that their 
ideal correlates ought to be.” The test, then, of a scientific theory 
is the concrete sensible experiences predicted, for “thus the world 
grows more orderly and rational to the [scientific] mind.”’’'' If 
physics has been able to make progress by applying ideal systems 
of relations to the real world, so metaphysics ought to emulate 
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physics, “simply confessing that hers is the longer task.” This 
conception of metaphysics as simply long-range science goes 
counter to the scholastic refutation of Darwinism.^’^ The scho- 
lastic metaphysics arbitrarily legislates for all natural science, 
whereas philosophy, according to James in his Principles of Psy- 
chology, cannot gainsay scientific findings. Philosophy need not, 
however, stop short with the latter, James insists, for man has 
other interests beside that of science. 

The upshot of James’s Darwinism in psychology and his 
pragmatic philosophy was a profound conviction of the incon- 
clusivencss of any and all scientific accounts of either the genesis 
or destiny of our mental lives. 

The c.uises of oui mental sUuctuie are doubtless natural, and con- 
nected, hke all oui other peculiarities, with those of our nervous structure. 
Our inteiests, our tendencies of attention, our motor impulses, the aesthetic, 
moral, and theoretic combinations we delight in, the extent of oui powei 
of appiehendmg schemes of i elation, just like the elemental y relations 
themselves, time, space, difference and similarity, and the elementary kinds 
of feeling, have all giown up in ways of which at present we can give no 
account. Even in the cleaiest paits of Psychology our insight is insignificant 
enough. And the more sincerely one seeks to trace the actual course of 
psijchogenesis, the steps by which as a lace we may have come by the 
peculiar mental attributes which we possess, the moie clearly one per- 
ceives “the slowly gathering twilight close in utter night,” 

This GoUerdammerung of the natural science of psychology 
and of all that James had hoped to get from it for the alleviation 
of man’s spiritual life must be ascribed in part to the growing fin 
de siecle sense among scientists that certainty was not attainable 
in natux'al sciences. The optimism of evolutionary determinists 
like Fiske had to go with the abandonment of certainty. There 
were three possibilities at the end of the last century for the phi- 
losophers who had pinned their hopes on the banner of evolution: 
one was to continue to hope tliat progress was inevitable but 
spiral, with occasional relapses; the second was to banish aU 
ideals and values from science as beyond calculation or public 
confirmation; and ihe third was to admit the merely probable 
character of scientific laws, but to seek elsewhere in private ex- 
perience the certainties and ideals no longer attainable by scien- 
tific method. William James turned to this tliird alternative when 
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in his later metaphysical phase he stressed immediacy and the 
subjective method as more satisfying than the partial, piecemeal 
abstractions of science. It is no wonder that literary historians like 
Mr. Matthiessen have found a close bond between William and 
his brother Henry, the novehst, not only in their remarkable 
powers of expression but also in their extremely sensitive and 
broad vision of the minute and inexplicable complexity and 
.subtle variety and range of feeling and thought whose elements 
required and yet eluded the most scrupulous and refined analyses, 
Henry, the literary psychologist, worshipped at the slirinc of ar- 
tistic perfection of form, while William turned from physiological 
psychology to metaphysical forms of fidcism and intuition and 
even to the quest for a pragmatic proof that inconclusiDeness 
and indeterminateness resided in the very bosom of thought and 
nature. 

The heart of James’s philosophy lies in his religious regard 
for the primacy of the rights of the individual. Since Darwin’s 
idea of “spontaneous variations” seemed to James to lend scien- 
tific support to this central individualistic doctrine, it was eagerly 
embraced. And if any scientific theory failed to support the right 
and freedom of individuals to assert their moral natures, so much 
the worse for that scientific theory, for James sought the possi- 
bility of finding other grounds tlian that of neutral and hesitant 
scientific hypothesis on which to base our individual moral deci- 
sions and actions. In James’s pragmatism, a scientific theory is 
Hmited in its meaning to the individual perceptions and experi- 
ences it leads to; and if in genuine, live, and momentous options 
logic does not lead to a clear indication of the preferable choice, 
because the evidence is divided evenly, why then shoidd we rrot 
throw the whole w'eight of our pas.sions and aspirations into the 
uncertain scales? We thus take the responsibility orr ourselves for 
what is to happen to us, rather than let blind force or alien in- 
terests win tire day. We lose by default if we stand paralyzed by 
hesitant, skeptical doubt and fear of uncertainly. The will to be- 
lieve was James’s answ'er to agnostic evolutionism and the dehu- 
manized pseudoscientific quest for metaphysical certainty. 

James did not extend Iris radical empii-icism to social theory, 
not because he was a reactionary or rugged individualist, hut 
because he looked to the individual rather than to economic, 



126 William James 

political, or legal institutions for social melioration. When he 
protested with indignation against our imperialism it was m the 
morally heroic spirit of a Whitman or Tolstoy, inspired by a pro- 
found love of freedom, but uninformed concerning the complex 
political and economic conditions and institutional changes re- 
quired for its attainment. 

James, Norton, and Abbot belonged to the New England 
Anti-Imperialist League formed in 1898 by a group of Boston 
liberals, who for five years expressed their indignation at our 
government’s policies toward the Philippines, PTaiti, and Vene- 
zuela. In his address to this league in 1903, J ames was extremely 
bitter and pessimistic about our government’s national policy: 

The country has once and for all regurgitated the Declaration of In- 
dependence and the Farewell Address, and it won’t swallow again imme- 
diately what it is so happy to have vomited up. It has come to a hiatus. 
It has deliberately pushed itself into the circle of international hatreds and 
joined the common pack of wolves. It lehshes the attitude. Wo have thrown 
off our swaddling clothes, it thinks, and attained our majority. We are 
objects of fear to other lands. This makes of the old liberalism and the new 
liberalism of our country two discontinuous things. The older liberalism 
was in office, the new is in the opposition.®® 

The only hope for our future political evolution, added 
James, hes in abandoning the barefaced piracy of nationalistic im- 
perialism and in making common moral cause with “the great in- 
ternational and cosmopohtan liberal party, the party of con- 
science and intelUgence the world over ... we are only its 
American section, canying on the war against the powers of 
darkness here, and playing our part in the long, long campaign 
for truth and fair dealing which must go on m all the countries 
of tire world until the end of time.” 

In Varieties of Religious Experience, James compared the 
social ideas of the Utopian socialists with the Christian saints’ 
belief in the kingdom of heaven. Four years before these Gifford 
Lectures, James had criticized Le Bon for condemning all forms 
of socialism as “crazy,” and fom' years after the same lectures, 
he wrote to H. G. Wells with the warmest praise for his evolu- 
tionary sociahsm.®^ However, it was not the evolution of a scien- 
tific socialism that interested James (as it did Wells), but the 
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possibility of emancipating tlie individuals whose spiritual lives 
were being thwarted by the growth of the greedy commercialism 
of the Gilded Age. Against it he vented his moral indignation 
in Tolstoyan fashion. 

He exposed the cant and hypocrisy behind the psendo-evo- 
lutionary arguments of social Darwinists who sought to justify 
imperialism and the exploitation of the weak. Though he was 
too ill-informed in political economy to criticize the economic 
theories of those who worshipped big business and the “hitch- 
goddess Success,” he condemned them in no uncertain terms. Ilis 
social and political liberalism belies the Marxist interpretation 
of pragmatism as the “reflection” and instrument of an exploiting 
class ideology. Though he was not the social engineer of Ameri- 
can democracy, he will Hve as its moral prophet. His religious 
sense of the sacredness of the individual led him to regard most 
big institutions as conoipt; “We ‘intellectuals’ in America must aU 
work to keep our precious birthright of individualism and free- 
dom from these institutions. Every great institution is perforce 
a means of corruption — whatever good it may also do. Only in 
the free personal relation is its full ideality to be found.” 

This was not a merely momentary outburst of passionate in- 
dignation. It was an expression of James’s secular yet religiously 
democratic love of individual freedom which he had once called 
“empiricism’s glory” in bis famous address on “The Will To 'Be- 
lieve.” In it James directed all his fire against agnostic evolu- 
tionism as “the queerest idol ever manufactured in the philo- 
sophic cave”: 

When I look at the ieligiou.s nuo.stion as it really puts itself to con- 
crete men, and when I think of all the possihilitie.s which both practically 
and theoretically it involvc.s, then this coinm.ind th.it we .shall put a stopper 
on our heart, instincts and courage, and wait — acting of course meanwhile 
more or less as if religion were nut irm — till doomsd.iy, or till such time as 
our intellect and senses working together may have raked in evkleiiee 
enough — this command, I .say. seems to me (he cjucerc.st idol ever manu- 
factured in the philosophic ca\'e. Were we. scholastic absolutists, there 
might be some excuse. But if we are empiricists, if we believe that no bell 
in us tolls to let uS know for certain wlien tnilh is in our grasp, then it 
seems a piece of idle fanta.sticality to pre.ich so solemnly our duty of wait- 
ing for the bell. Indeed we may wait if we will — I hope you do not think 
that I am denying that — but if we do so, we do so at our peril as much us 
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i£ we believed. In either case we act, taking oui hfe m our hands. No one 
of us ought to issue vetoes to the othei, nor should we bandy woids of 
abuse. We ought, on the contiaiy, delicately and profoundly, to lespect one 
another’s mental freedom then only shall we have that spirit of inner toler- 
ance without which all outei toleiancc is soulless, and which is empincism’s 
glory, then only shall we live and let hve, in speculative and piactical 
things. 

This deep respect for one another’s mental freedom — the 
glory of James’s pragmatic empiricism — was appreciated by 
Peirce who had disagreed so radically with the will-to-beheve 
doctiine of his lifelong friend: 

His coinpiehension of men to the very coio was most wonderful. Who, 
for example, could be of a natuie so difleient from his as I? He so concrete, 
so living, I a meie table of contents, so abstract, a very snarl of twine. Yet 
in all my hie I found scaice a soul that seemed to comprehend, naturally 
not my concepts, but the mainspring of my hfe beltei than he did. He was 
even gieatei in the practise than in the dieory of psychology. 



CHAPTEH SIX 


Social Evolutionism; Fiske’s 
Philosophy of History 

1. JAMi:s VEHSUS FISKK ON OUEAT MEN IN tllSrOUY 

The American representatives of Hegelian idealism — the 
St. Louis school of Louis Broknieyer, Denton C. Snider, W. T. 
Harris, and the more formidable scholars Thomas Davidson and 
Josiah Royce — were more generous than James in appraising the 
evolutionary role of social institutions. Hegel had deified the 
state and endowed its laws with such omnipotent reason that in 
his political philosophy passive obedience became the primary 
rurtue of the ordinal')' citizen. It is fair to infer that the American 
Hegelians (even Walt Whitman espoused the rhetoric of Hegel 
as a means of avoiding the impending clash between the North 
and the South), who had behind them more democratic tradi- 
tions than the Prussian spokesman for the Almighty’s cunning 
use of great men (“world-historical individuals” like Caesar, 
Napoleon, and Frederick the Great), ignored the Plegeliun sub- 
ordination of ordinary individuals to the inexorable dialectic 
of the unfolding of a Divine Plan. Early in his career at Harvard, 
James ran into one fonn of this idculi.sm blended with Spencerian 
evolutionism in the philo.sophical historian John Fiske. He, like 
F. E. Abbot, we recall, “was somctime.s present at meetings of 
the Metaphysical Club but beld aloof his assent” to it.s pragmatic 
talk. Neither Fiske nor Abbot could look with f'avor at the skep- 
tical turn the discussion of evolution frequently took, Fiske hoped 
that evolutionaiy science would become the handmaid of liberal 
Unitai'ianism rather than the in.strument of enlightened skepti- 
cism. Abbot’s more radical scientific theism was couched in Hege- 
lian obscurities and never achieved the popular success of Fiske’s 
eloquent and optimistic gospel of progress. 

Fiske delivered a popular series of thirty-five lectures at 
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ilurvard in 1872 on tlie Doctrine of Evolution, wliicli were pub- 
lished two years later in a two-voluine work, Outlines of Cosmic 
Philosophy. We recall that James held a meeting in Cambridge in 
187-^1 — p('rliap.s of the Jiletaphysical Club — at which he, Wright, 
Peirce, Green, and Warner discussed the book with Fiske “who 
fell asleep under our noses.” Six years later, James and Fiske 
were engaged in a controversy in the pages of the Atlantic 
Monthly conceining the Spencerian philosophy of history and so- 
cial e\ elution. 

jauies’s essay was entitled “Great Men, Great Thoughts, and 
the Enviroinnenl,” and Fiske’s rejoinder was “Sociology and Hero- 
Worship, an Evolutionist’s Reply to Dr. James.” Their debate 
sheds light on the impact of evolution on the growth of pragma- 
tism in the social sciences in the United States after 1875. 

Fiske was not one of the founders of pragmatism, though 
there are elements in his thinking which he shared with his con- 
temporary pragmatic friends at Cambridge: a liberal respect for 
individual freedom and a faith that the growth of freedom could 
he promoted in society by the progress and diffusion of science, 
especially the tlieor)’ of evolution. He differed from the early 
pragmatists in clinging to Spencer’s mechanical evolutionism, 
though we shall see that he even gave that doctrine the richer 
coloring of his own more liberal and more Christian idealism. He 
is important to us for trying to do in his own way for American 
history, anthropology, and political thought what Wright, Peirce, 
and jatnes were doing for physical sciences, logic, and psy- 
chology, namely, to emancipate them from traditional metaphysi- 
cal dogmas. His early flirtation wdth tire positivism of Buckle and 
Comte gas’c wav to an evolutionary philosophy of history and 
thc'ology. Though the founders of pragmatism did not accept his 
Spenet'rian theology, they were concerned with the problems 
he raised, and bj' disputing his evolutionary sociology and phi- 
losophy of histor)’, thev were stimulated to examine further the 
social implications of evolution. The lawyer members of the Meta- 
ph)sical Club were beginning to dig into the caked ground of 
legal hi.story, exposing the evolutionary fossilization of the com- 
mon law, and preparing the soil for a revitalized, reahstic, and 
pragmatic theory of the law. 

Jam<>s opened his essay in tlie Atlantic Monthly by boldly 
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throwing a Darwinian l)riclgc across the gap between the social 
and natural sciences: “A remarkalilc parallel, which to my knowh 
edge has never been noticed, obtains between the fads of social 
evolution and the mental growth of the race, on the one hand, 
and of zoological evolution, as expounded by Darwin, on the 
other.” ^ The parallel lies in the unprcdiclablc occurri'iice of un- 
usual persons and biological mutations, Darwin’s “chance varia- 
tions.” There was no room or free play for such spontaneous in- 
dividuals in Spencer’s tidy, mechanical evolutionary scheme of 
nature or social history. The evolutionary pliilosopby of Spencer 
and of his disciples, John Fiske and Grant Allen, errs in explaining 
the complex processes of social evolution bv means of an im- 
personal environmental determinism of physical, geographic, or 
ancestral conditions. You cannot explain, adds James, by wav of 
illustration, what makes “the Harvard College of to-da)' so dif- 
ferent from that of thirty years ago,” - if yon leave out the par- 
ticular persons who make up the institution. The trouble with 
Spencerian evolutionism is that it tries to take the whole universe 
into its “impartial” account of human history. James objects, 
above all, to the Spencerian “adamantine fixity of a system of 
natural law”; 

In the vaguenes.s of this vast propo.sition wo have lo.st all the concrete 
facts and h'nks. And in all practical matters the concrete links are tlic only 
things of importance. The human mind is esscnlially partial. It can be effi- 
cient at all only by 'picking out what to attend to, and ignoring everything 
else, — ^by narrowing it.s point of view.'* 

The great merit of Darwin’s theory is that he picked out two 
relatively independent phases or cycles of evolutiouiiry change: 
(1) the production of new pi'culiarilies hv “tlic Icuclcncic.s of 
spontaneous variation,” and (2) the preservation or elimination 
of these variations by means of natural and sexual selection. Pre- 
Darwinian philosophers like Lamarck and Spencer had “all com- 
mitted the blunder of clumping the two cycles of causation into 
one.” We know far too little about the invisible, molecular cycle 
of prenatal or congenital infiuences upon ova and embryos to be 
able to say how mutations are produced.'' Once they are pro- 
duced, tire visible environment goes to work by natural selection 
to preserve or destroy. Now comes James's thesis; 
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Th(3 cuiisos of procluotioii of great men lie in a sphere wholly inac- 
cessible to the social philosopher. lie must simply accept geniuses as data, 
just as Dui'wiu accepts his spontaneous variations. For him, as for Darwin, 
the only problctn is, the.se data being given, How does the environment 
alfect them, and how do they affect the environment? Now, I affirm that 
the relation of the visible environment to the great man is in the main 
o,vactIy what it is to the "vaiiation” in the Darwinian philosophy.® 

Jurtie.s tulriiirt'd Clurlyle for his Heroes and Hero-Worship, 
tnul Clospcl of Woik.' Tlio mutations of societies aie clue to the 
powerful iuiliutive of Iciuhu's like Clive in India and Bismarck 
in Germany. Changes in intellectual history are also due to the 
bents and personal tones of exceptional minds. "The products of 
the mind with the determined aesthetic bent please or displease 
the cormmmitv. We adopt Carlyle and grow unsentimental and 
serene. We are fascinated by Schopenhauer, and learn from him 
the true luxury of woe. The adopted bent becomes a ferment in 
the community, and alters its tone.”® 

Fiske in his rejoinder admits James is right in regarding 
“sociological variations” called geniuses as similar to Darwin’s 
“spontaneous variations” in zoologic evolution, for both are unac- 
countable deviations from the average. But he saw no incompat- 
ible differences between Darwin’s and Spencer’s views of evolu- 
tion, despite the fact that Wright, James, Peirce, and Darwin did. 
Iir order to bring geniuses under the Spencerian formula of evo- 
lution, Fiske defines a genius statistically: one who differs only 
in decree from most other indivicluals who all differ from one 
another in lesser degree. However, James would have been likely 
to reply, as Channcey Wright once had indicated, that a large dif- 
ference in ch'grce was practically all one meant by a diHerence in 
kind. Fisk(‘ stuck to the point that all variations are subject to 
the selective action of tire environment, as James admits; ergo, 
geniuses arc; also subject to the larger uniform laws of the en- 
vironment. Furtliennore, Fiske adds, Spencer does not deny the 
role of individuals provided that due reference is made to the sur- 
rounding social conditions. Fiske agrees with James that Grant 
Allen gor's too fur in ascribing all cultural changes to the geo- 
grtipliical environment, and that Bagehot’s psychological ap- 
proach in Physics at\d Politics is much sounder. But tire trouble 
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with James’s philosophy of history, Fiske properly insists, is that 
it does not do justice to the sociological role of institutions; 

The study of sociology, in shoit, is primarily concerned with iiiUitu- 
tions rather than with individuals. The sociologists need not nndeivalnc 
in any way the efficiency of individual initiative in deteiinining the eouise 
of history; but the kind of pi opositions he seeks to establish are general 
propositions, relating to the way in which masses of men act under given 
conditions.” 

Fiske finally notes thtil Carlyle’s and Fronde’s biographical 
method Is inferior to Monmison’s comparative melhod and insti- 
tutional approach to hi.storv; the great Engli.sh historian Free- 
man, not less of a hero -worshipper than Carlyle, is also an institu- 
tional historian. He also notes that there has been an immense 
change in historiography between the time of Carlyle’s and Ma- 
caulay’s biographical histories (1840-50) and Freeman’s institu- 
tional work (1880), owing to the evolutionary researches of 
Maine and Stubbs, Coulanges and Maurer. Fiske concluded his 
reply to James with the sharp rebuke that Freeman was “as ar- 
dent a hero-worshipper as Carlyle himself, — and vastly more in- 
telhgent.” 

In the historiography of the period, Fiske stood opposed to 
those who like Goldwin Smith regarded free will as incompatible 
with a scientific approach to history. Fiske, in more modern fash- 
ion, cited Buckle’s statistical method as leaving human volition 
and responsibility intact. Fiske, like Buckle, frequently fell back 
on the language of the “necessarians” to oppose uneausi’d, un- 
conditioned free will (which he and Biickhj found to be as mean- 
ingless as the fatalists’ notion of imconclitionod destiny); but it 
was clear to Fi.ske that the heart of the problem of free will is- not 
the imputing of necessity or fortuitousra'ss to events, but the 
pragmatic question of fi.xing rc.spon.sihility in moral and legal 
situations relative to given psychological, social, and political 
conditions. History can scientifically a.s‘ceilain what these condi- 
tions truly arc, and thus sen'c as an indispensable auxiliary to 
the study of the problems of civilization. In any ease, all the 
founders of pragmatism would agree with Fiske that uncondi- 
tioned free will woLild render history a chaos : “The vast domain 
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o£ History, numboriiig among its component divisions the phe- 
nomena of Language, Art, lloligion, and Government, the prod- 
ucts of social activ ity as well as the phases of social progress, be- 
comes an urn 111)' ebaos, a Tohu-va-13ohn, where event stumbles 
after event, and change jostles change, without sequence and 
without law.” “ 

ImsIvc agreed with Buckle, Mill, and James that free will was 
svdiject to empirical and not metaphysical conditions, and that 
the melaphvsieiaiis’ coiiecpt of free will ought not “deter us from 
apjilviug seieulifie methods of iuterpietatiou to the phenomena 
of human hisloiv."'" However, like Buckle and Mill, Fi.ske re- 
garded all empirical phenomena, including those of social history, 
as cunfonuiug lir fi\cd laws, so that all societies necessarily pass 
through the same stages of dev'clopment. It is only the limitation 
of our iutellectual vision that prevents us from ascertaining with 
certainty the irnnuitablc laws governing the complex and diverse 
phenomena of society and history. *■' Fronde’s arguments against 
a science of history are simply an assertion of the complexity of 
historical fact and not a proof of the impossibility of scientific in- 
v'estigation of historv. Against Froude’s argument that historical 
phenomena like the founding of new rehgions are unpredictable, 
Fiske maintained, “What could not have been predicted was the 
peculiar character impre.ssed upon these [religious] movements 
by the gigantic personalities of such men as Mohammed and 
Omar, .Sukyamuni, Jesus and Paul. What could have been pre- 
dicted was the gi'ueral character and direction of movements.” 

This is an important defensible view of the possibility of 
scientific historiography, for the methodological principle used 
by k’iske mav he said to conform to the presuppositions of the 
method of .science in all fields. That is, we do not in cognition c.r- 
/iflusf the individual character of events, but only apprehend their 
cotmnunicalik' general features. Thus, individuality and law are 
historically compatilde. An act of free will is, for Fiske, an indi- 
viduation of equallv determined possibilities. There is no tran- 
scendental “Will” which supersecle.s natural law. Tir tlris connec- 
tion Fiske adlieres to his youthful positivism; he regards the 
metaphysical problem of free will as a pseudo-problem generated 
lyv “confused and inaccurate verbiage.” 
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Strip the question of the peculiar metaphysical jargon in which it is 
usually propouticlecl, restate it in veiy precise scientific language, and it 
becomes a very easy cpiestion to answer. Would that science presented 
none more difRcull! Confused ;ind inaccuralt; verbiage is responsible fur 
the chronic disputation upon this subject. Nowhere else is Eerkeleyh com- 
plaint so thoroughly applicable, that in dealing with metajdiysics men first 
kick up a dust and then wonder why they cannot see through it.’'”’ 

But neilhor Bcrkidny nor Fiskt^ uftually sncciHidt'd in ridding 
themselves ol metaphysics; tin* good hisliojt’s philosophy rests on 
a theory that knowh'dge anti reality are akin in spitiliial sub- 
stance, and l'hsk(^ insisted tliat evolution supported a cosmic and 
Christian theism. Yet the illusory helict that the ouvvard and up- 
ward process of evolution was a purely sciealilic and iiispiiing 
conclusion led Fiske into a quasi-positivistic and quasi-pragmatic 
position with respect to traditional mctaphvsics. He espoused 
Bahis doctrine that the will is simply the nrost powerful among 
a conflicting set of emotional tendencies to act one way rather 
than another.^" 

American historiography owes something to Fiske for put- 
ting it on a more “scientific” basis than it had enjoyed previously. 
His works in American history have been superseded, and scien- 
tific method in historical research is nowadays taken for granted 
without making a fetish of it,^'^ But he cannot bo neglected by 
the historian who wishes to understand the emergence of prag- 
matic liberalism in social scienco.s out of theological and meta- 
physical attempts to embalm them for eternity. Fiske believed that 
lie had effected the reconciliation of science and religion in his 
Ontlincs of Cosmic Philosophy, Based an Ific DocLrinc of Evoln- 
tion, with Crilicisrns on the Positwc Philosophy ( 1874), The Des- 
tiny of Man, viewed in the Light of His Origin ( 1881), and The 
Idea of God as affected hy Modern Knowledge ( 1885). After 
1885 he turned from co.smic theism to American politics and his- 
tory, subjcct.s tliat were growing in popular interest witli Amm- 
ica’s rapid industrial, westward aiul colonial expansion. He made 
good use of his linguistic precocity to delve into the Spanish, Ital- 
ian, and French sources of the discoverv and colonization of 
America. YVe shall not go into tiio dozen volumes he wrote on 
American histor}', but confine ourselves to the earlier cosmological 
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and anthropological evolutionism of Fiske. Ilis views were well 
known to his pragmatic friends at Camlnidge who shared with 
him a philosophical and humanistic interest in the scientific prog- 
re.ss f>f the times, and were all impressed with the scope of 
Comte’s, Buckle’s, Maine’s, and Spencer’s sociological syntheses. 
Whoever wislu'S to learn something of the ways these European 
positivistic' philosophies affected American thoiiglit during the 
formative years of pragmatism will do well to look into the mirror 
of Fisk('’s encyclopedic mind. 

2. ■I'lm I'o.smvisTie. somteics and idealistic outcome of 
FISKF.’ s evolutionism 

when he was only eighteen years old, Fiske wrote his mother 
that he considered it his “diitv to mankind as a Positivist to sub- 
scribe [to Herbert Spencer’s work]; and il I had $2,000,000. I 
would lav $1,000,000. at Mr. Spencer’s feet to help him execute 
thi.s great work.” ‘‘‘ In these youthful letters home, Fiske exuber- 
antly longs for the works of all the English Positivists, J. S. Mill, 
George PI. Lewes, John Grote, Thomas Buckle, Sir John Herschel, 
Spencer. Alexander Bain, Piobert Mackay, Charles Darwin, and 
Sir Charles Lyell. In his senior year at Plarvard he moved next 
door to Professor Gurnev’s with the positivistic Chauncey Wright 
and Frothiughain from Brooklyn living on the floor above.’^® 

That I’iske had a second-hand knowledge of physical sci- 
ences as well as an unduly high estimate of Spencer’s attain- 
ments as a scientist is revealed by his naive statement that Spen- 
cer’s (‘ssay on the nebular hypothesis (in the Westminster Review 
of July 18b8) “is the greatest production of the human intellect 
since the “Princi]iia” of Newton. With Laplace's owm data he 
proves what Laplace couldn’t.” 

In another early article in the North American Review, Fiske 
attempted again to applv the principles of evolution to some of 
the problems of explaining the growth of modern languages from 
the variations of local dialects."^ In this field Fiske was much 
more at home; he had early in his high school days distinguished 
him.sclf as a gifted linguistic scholar. Fiske’s humanistic positiv- 
ism emergi'd from his scholarly precocity in language and his- 
tory before he came under the spell of Comte’s and Spencer’s 
spitheses of natural and social sciences. "If I may cite my own ex- 
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perience, it was largely the absorbing and over-mastering passion 
for the study of history that first led me to study evolution in 
order to obtain a correct mctliod.” -~ 

Ilis first youthful essay on “Buckle’s Theory of Civilization” 
(1861) and subsetpicnt criticisms of Comte’s positivism in favor 
of Spencer’s evolutionism led to his appointment in 1869 by Presi- 
dent Eliot of Harvard"' to a university lectiircsliip on positivism. 
He became instructor in History tire next year, and servt'd for 
seven years (1872-1879) as assistant librarian (jf the univeisily. 

Buckle’s positivism seemed to Fi.ske too ph}siealislic, and 
Comte’s too rigid, especially in its last theocratic phase, until he 
thought he found in Spencer’s evolutionism the ideal system for 
coordinating man’s material and spiritual interests. From our 
present-day perspective, the history of positivism shows two di- 
vergent developments, one stemming from the physical sciences 
(Mach, Helmholtz, Kirchhoff, Wright, Stallo), and the other from 
the less exact biological and social sciences (Buckle, Taine, 
Comte, Huxley, Mill). Evolutionary positivists like Spencer and 
Fiske assumed that physics gave us final certainty concerning 
the laws of nature; tlrey sought to establish the same sort of 
finality in the organic and social (“super-organic”) worlds. Evolu- 
tion seemed to them to participate in the mechanical detenninism 
which tire physical sciences had established in the laws of gravi- 
tation and conservation of energy. The grand aim of Fiske was to 
find a cosmology which would subsume physical, biological, psy- 
chological, and social phenomena under one system of laws, and 
at the same time guarantee human progress. 

While wailing for clients that did not come to his Boston 
law ofirce, Fiske went into rapture reading Sir Henry Sumner 
Maine’s Ancient Law, and called it “a new Epoch of my Life.” 
Here was a work that superseded his earlier pr).sitivistic admira- 
tion of Comte and Buckle, for it gave evidence of man’s moral as 
well as intellectual progress (Buckle having denied moral prog- 
ress) in evolutionary temns. There is no doubt that Fiske substi- 
tuted the immutable law's of asti'onomical and biological evolu- 
tion for the eternal verities of revealed religion, a transfer of faith 
which Comte’s and Buckle’s positivism failed to accomplish, to 
Fiske’s optimistic mind, as effectively as Spencer’s metaphysical 
system. 
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When Fiske sent Darwin a copy of his Outlines of Cosmic 
Philosophij Ik; did not sc'em to realize the great difference in 
method that separated Darwin’s from Spencer’s study of evolu- 
tion. Darwin, who generally disliked personal controversy, was 
tactful in inipicrssing this difference on Fiske: 

I wish .some (.iH'riitst would attempt to a.scertain the re.sult of the 
cooling of hc.itcd gase.s oi the proper kinds in relation to your hypolhcsi.s 
of the origin of living matter. It jrh'a.sed me to find that here and there 
I h.id arrived from my own ernde thoughts at some of the same eoncltrsions 
with yon; though I conltl seldom or never have givim my reasons for such 
eonehrsious. f lind lliat my mind is so fised by the inductive method that 
t caiuiot appreciate deductive rcasoiring: I must Iregin with a good body 
of facts aud irol from a principle (iu which I always suspect some fallacy) 
anrl then as much deduction as you please. 

This may he very narrow-minefed; but the result is that such pails 
of H. Spencer a.s I ha\'e read with care impress my mind with the idea of 
his intwhaustible wealth of suggestion, bnt never convince me; and so I 
find it with some others. I believe the cause to lie in the frequency with 
which I have found first-formed theories to be erroneous.-’' 

Fiske ’s friend and biographer, John Spencer Clark, insists 
(too much, I tliink) that the main object of Fiske’s Outlines of 
Cosmic Philosophy was antipositivistic; 

nothing less than the freeing of the doctrine of Evolution from all kinship 
with the Positive Philosophy of Auguste Comte, from all identification with 
atheism or materialism, w hile at the same time rounding it out into a philo- 
sophic system based on science; a system consisting of affirmations as to 
the existence of Deity, accompanied by verifiable data regarding the cosmic 
universe, with man's place in it with his rational mind, as a unified, ever- 
dcv«‘]oj,)ing m.uiifestation of Deity. And it was for the completion of this 
important task that lie desired converse with Spencer, Darwin, Ilu.xley, 
Lewes, Tyndall, Hooker, Clifford, Lockyer, and a few others of the new 
school of scientific thought in England.-*’’ 

However, the intiin work of Fisko was at least consciously forged 
with the aid of positivistic criticism, even though the outcome 
was highly spiritualistic. For example, Fiske reported that W. K. 
Clifford went to work “by punching through about six pages of 
my Nebular Hypothesis at once, and so saved me from getting 
into trouble hereafter.” 

Fiske was unable to go along with Clifford, who doubted 
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the classical view, that persisted m Maxwell, that “the laws of 
Mechanics are absolutely the same throughout clernity.” The 
reason for Fiske’s disagreement with Clifford lies in the fact that 
the harmony of science and religion in Fiske’s mind depended on 
the recognition of eternal principles at work in both the pliysical 
and spiritual worlds. The distinelion between matter and thought 
is, however, as absolute as the laws gov<'niiug l)olh. Yet Fiske 
regarded both psychological and physical laws as phenomenal; 
“In science we make no use of llu; conception of a spiritual sub- 
stance (or of a material substance, either) because we can get 
along sufReiently well by dealing solely with ([ualities.” 

There is the same phenomenal theory of qualities in (8haun- 
cey Wright’s doctrine of the neutrality of scientific method and 
in many of William James’s statements in the Principles of Fstj- 
chologij. Efowever, Fiske was less consistent than either of his 
two Cambridge friends on this point; for he declared himself in 
agreement with Spinoza on the infinite power of ihought,'^*^ and 
in defending Spencer against the charge of materialism, he de- 
clared that Spencer’s evolutionary Principles of Psychology did 
not dispense with God and immortality, as Haeckel’s and Biich- 
ner’s materialistic systems did. He had even obtained Spencer’s 
approval to emend a passage in quoting from Spencer’s work ( I, 
158) by changing the word “nervous” to “psychical.” In line with 
his own Christian idealism, Fiske was quite sure that the progress 
of science was not going to eliminate the religious sentiment but 
would guide it as “emotional prompting toward completeness of 
lifc.”^'" 


Religious feeling liius .suivived the helioceiitvie theory and the di.s- 
oovcriu.s of geologists; mid it will be none the worse for the estuhli.slmient 
of Darwinism . . . One good result of the docliine of evolution, which is 
now [18Y5] gaining .sway in all deparlnient.s of thought, i.s the lesson that 
all our opinions must be held subject to continual revision, and that with 
none of them cun our religiou.s inlerest.s ho regarded us iiretiievubly im- 
plicated,^^ 

Now a phenomenahstic view of science is not incompatible 
with a metaphysical theory of allegedly higher realities of a spirit- 
ual sort transcending scientific knowledge. Fiske, however, oscil- 
lates between two incompatible theories of science; one, along 
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Hume’s lines, radically empiricistic and skeptical of all claims to 
knowledge beyond what is sensibly verifiable; the other, along 
Kantian lines, which restricted science to “phenomena” but which 
permitted reality to extend beyond objects of possible sensible 
expcnience t(j a snpersensuous world of “unknowable” noumena. 
The latter world leave's room for religious faith, and, in the end, 
that is wlrat Fiske washed to safeguard and to substantiate by in- 
terpreting evolution as aiming at a religious goal. What is left 
unclear is wbelh(>r scientific method can verify the existence of 
stU'h an evolutionary goal or simply say nothing to contravene 
one’s faith in it as an unknowable noumenon. The logical diffi- 
culty of knowing the unknovvahle destiny of man is uneasily 
skirted hy Fiske’s theistic version of Spencer’s Unknowable. What 
Fi.ske did, in order to save religious faith, was to transfer meta- 
physical certainty to the scientific law' of evolution. This proce- 
dure, howexer, implies a tacit admission that certainty is not at- 
tainable by metaph)'.sical methods. Thus he never abandoned 
his early positivistic doubts about metaphysics. 

These earlier radical positivistic doubts are found through- 
out the Outlines of Cosmic Philosophy in such passages as the 
following; “Tlie truth of any proposition, for scientific pui'poses, 
is determined by its agreement with observed phenomena, and 
not by its conaruity with some assumed metaphysical basis.” 
Copernicus and New'ton are cited as in agreement with this view. 
Copernicus is quoted: “Neque enim necesse est eas hypotheses 
esse verus, imo ne verisimile quidem, sed sufficit hoc unum, si 
calcnlum obserxutionibus congruentem exhibeant.” And New- 
ton is credited W'ith having “accurately discriminated between the 
requirements of science and the rcc(uirements of metaphysics” 
and for having clearlj' seen in anticipation of Kant that “while 
metaphysics is satisfied with nothing short of absolute subjective 
congniitv, it is (juite enough for a scientific hypothe.sis that it 
gives a correct description of the obseiwed coexistences and se- 
(juences among phenomena.”'’'’' Newton’s "liypothesis” of uni- 
versal gravitation, Fiske tells us, did not assert a metaphysical 
cause for the action of matter on matter at a distance. “All that 
the hypothesis realh' asserts is that matter, in tlie presence of 
other matter, will alter its space-relations in a specified way; 
and there is no reference whatever to any metaphysical occtdta 
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vis which passes from matter in one place to matter in another 
place.” 

Scientists do employ “fictions” like “attraction” and “infini- 
tesimals” and “atoms.” Lewes had shown the legitimacy of these 
“scientific fictions” in the domain of verifiable coexistences and 
sequences of phenomena, and Fiske accepted his theory. Here is 
a significant link in the history of the evolution of pragmatism, 
which makes much of the theory of fictions as working hypoth- 
eses. 

The law of evolution, claims Fi.ske, has the same universality 
as the law of gravitation in relation to our experience.'" Thanks to 
Spencer, the prophetic dream of Bacon of plrilosophy as an or- 
ganism of which the various sciences are members has been 
realized, and the universe being thus showu inductively to be a 
cosmos rather than a chaos, the true philosophy is properly named 
tire cosmic philosophy. 

3. SOCIAL EVOLUTION AND THE DESTINY OF MAN 

Comte, Lewes, and Mill by stressing the intellectual stages 
of social development ignored tire nonrational or emotional fac- 
tors in the evolution of man. Spencer came closer to the tnith 
when he said that ‘Tdeas_do not govern the world; the world is 
governed by feefings, to which ideas serve only as girides.” For 
Fiske the law of social evolution involves progress from anthro- 
pomorphism ( covered bv Comte’s first two stages of theology and 
metaphysics) to “Cosmism” rather than to Comte’s third stage, 
“Positivism.” “Cosmism” was intended by^ Fi.ske to include both a 
moral and theological passage from egoism to altruism, from self- 
protection under a tribal military' hnidership thriving on war and 
conquest to love and protection of all mankind under an inter- 
national order of cooperation. This millennium of world peace 
would come “probably at no very distant period ’-—so great is 
Fiske’s evolutionary optimism in the early 1870 s — “when warfare 
shall have become extinct iir all the civilized portions of the 
globe.””” However, Bageliot’s Physics and Politics (1872) is 
praised bv Fiske for showing that prior to any millennium of 
world peace, evolution requires the increased military power of 
the most civilized nations in order to develop in their people the 
highest character lor cultural world leadership. In this theoiy of 
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civilization, Bagehol and Fiske assume the now dubious Lamarck- 
ian theory of tire inheritance or slow transmission of socially ac- 
quired traits, “Men’s natures have, through long ages of social dis- 
cipline, become in .some degree adapted to the social state . . . 
A'loclcrn society can count upon an organic or instinctive conform- 
ity to law on the part of individuals, upon which ancient so- 
ciety' could nf)l count.” 

Social es'olulion aims primarily at a moral goal in Fiske’s 
philosophy of historv. Crrmle lacked the (general idea of a science 
of genesis and could not have established the evolutionary law 
of social progress before- the 187()’s,'" though (lomte’s law of the 
three stag(\s i.s a first approximation. Von Baer’s great treatise on 
ernbryologv in 1S29 applied the idea of the science of genesis to 
organic p’aemnncna, bv\t the idea was too novel for Comte, espe- 
cially in the latter part of his life when he ignored the then grow- 
ing .scientific literature. On Comte’s death in 1857, Spencer’s essay 
“Progress; Its Law and Cause” 

first definitely extended the law of organic development to historic phe- 
nomena; although he had ever since 1851 been visibly working toward that 
re.sult, and liad in 1855 reached that grand generalization of the develop- 
ment of both life and intelligence, regarded us processes of adjustment, 
which iinderlie.s the law of social progres.s here expounded. It was this 
splemlcd .serh'S of rc'Searcltes, cirlrninating in the announcement of the uni- 
versal la\r’ (jf evulutioir, in 1861, which supplied a new basis lor all the 
sciences which treat of genesis. A.nd fitrally, in 1861, the further clue to 
these speei.il law.s vva.s given by Sir Henry .Sumner Maine, whose immortal 
tri'atise (rn AnrioU Law threw an entirely now light upon the primitive 
structure of society." 

Fiskt! is well aware that the notion that society is an oi’- 
ganism, as Plato imagined in his Rcpuhlic and Spencer in his 
socurlogy, is nit'rt'ly an analogy.'- Even Spencer realized the 
weakiifiss of the analogy when he, us a rugged Anglo-Saxon indi- 
vidualist, maintained that the living parts of a society "do not 
and cannot lose individual con.sciousuess,” and that “the com- 
munity as a whole ha.s no corporate consciousness. The corporate 
life must here bo sub.servient to the lives of the parts; instead of 
the lives of the parts heiivg subsci-vicnt to the corporate life.” 

This anti-llegelian view of the individual’s relation to so- 
ciety is, however, marred by a logical failing shared by the a 



John Fiske I43 

priori thinking of “Geimaii Darwinism,” namely, the assumption 
that the individual is enmeshed in an inexorable law of social de- 
velopment that progresses by necessary stages. Instead of draw- 
ing these necessary laws of social history from the unfolding in- 
ner nature of an unverifiable absolute mind, Fiske looks to the 
more exact physical sciences for his model of evolutionary neces- 
sity: “As surely as the astronomeu- can predict the future slate of 
the heavens, the sociologist can foresee that the process of adap- 
tation must go on until in a remote future it comes to an end in 
proximate equilibrium.” “ 

What is this social goal of “proximate ecjuilibrium,” a phrase 
which is borrowed from physical science but is intended to con- 
vey a moral ideal? Fiske’s answer is admirable in its etliieal ideal- 
ism and world-embracing vision; but is far from being logically 
derived from physical considerations, for it is inspired by a hu- 
manitarian hope of world federation and peace. 

The increasing independence of human intere.sts must eventually go 
far to realize the dream ot the philosophic poet, of a Pnrhament of Man, 
a Federation of the World. 

When the kindly earth shall slumber, lapt in universal law, and when 
the desires of each individual shall be in proximate equilibrium with tlie 
simultaneous desires of all suirounding individuals. Such a state implies at 
once the highest possible individuation and the highest possible integration 
among the units of the community; and it is the ideal goal of intellectual 
and moral progress.'*^ 

Richard Hofstadter, in a comment on Fi.ske ti.s a synthe- 
sizer of evolutionism tmd Anglo-Saxon e,xpan.sioni.sm, altribules 
to him “a bumptious doctrine of racial de.stiny” based on his 
long-held belief in "Aryan race superiority.” This is not (piite 
fair to FTske’s evolutionism, for llofstudtev does not indicate that 
Fiske’s racialism is more cultural than hiologieal (except, per- 
haps, through Laniarekian inherilanct! ) ; and secondly, that Fi.ske 
departs widely from Spencer’s laissez-faire iadivitlualism and im- 
perialism in their respective theories of the role of economic com- 
petition and Anglo-Saxon expan.sinnism. Finally, never did Spen- 
cer praise local self-government and federal democracy as Fiske 
did in his lectures on American political ideas (1880). The ad- 
vantages of world peace and federation fur civilization are much 
moi*e strongly pointed up by Fi.s'ke than by Spencer, though it is 
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likely tliat Fiske’s lecture on manifest destiny (1885), empka- 
sizing the cultural hegemony of the English-speaking nations 
toward the end of the centiny, played into the hands of more 
militant British and American imperialists. In any case, there is 
no question but that Fiske thought that political evolution pro- 
vided a scientific basis for historical and social progress approach- 
ing ultimatc'ly the C’diristian pacific ideal of brotherly love and 
coiiperation. In his Deslimj of Man Fiske traced three methods of 
political dcv<'lopincut; ( I ) cotwpiest without incorporation, yield- 
ing the despotic enslavement of conquered people, as in the case 
of the ancieiiL Persians, (2) concyiest witli incorporation, as in 
the case of llii' Unman empire whose main weakness was the fail- 
ure to devise an adequate democratic method of representation, 
and (3) the “highest method of forming great political bodies,” 
namely, that of fedcnitiun. “The element of fighting was essential 
in the two lower methods, but in tlris [third method] it is not 
essential.” ‘‘ The shift in tense indicates precisely wherein Fiske’s 
evolutionism differs from Spencer’s more static and rugged indi- 
vidualism. In these pages Fiske anticipated his British friend and 
the greatest defender of Darwin, Thomas Huxley, who was later 
to express the same cosmic evolutionary struggle between the 
predatory and ethical nature of man. 

The evolution of nationalities has progressed from the physi- 
cal community of tribal or clannish descent to the psychical com- 
munity of intcre.sts, These interests must, if there is to be social 
progress rather than stagnation, not form into what Bagehot 
called the “cake of custom” in which individual variations are 
immobilized. The cementing and breaking of the cake of custom' 
must go on .simultaneously rather than successively, as Bagehot 
supposi'd when he set “the age of discussion” in the most recent 
period of civilization. The English have made such great progress 
becau.se they were made up of Angles, Saxons, Danes, and Nor- 
nrun.s who, like thi'ir later pioneer Yankee descendants, broke the 
cake of custom of their homeland and emigrated to new territory, 
while the Orientals have accepted submissively the tyramry of 
their customs and immobility. 

Fiske’s Anglo-Saxon cultural predilections are apparent in 
his statement that “no previous century ever saw anything ap- 
proaching to the increase in social complexity which has been 
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wrought in America and England since 1789.” Since increase 
in complexity automatically entailed progre.ss, it is no wonder 
then that Fiske was so popular a lecturer in England as well as 
in the United States. 

The evolutionary process of history was turned on itself 
when Fiske attempted to interpret all history in evolutionary 
terms. Royce thought — though Fiske disagreed — that Spencer 
was ignorant of the historical a.spcct of his evolutionary ideas. In 
any case, there is no doubt that Spencer welcomed the support 
of his American disciple, Fi.ske the historian. Spcmcer adherc>d 
closely to the deductive method of rational mechanics on which 
he was nurtured as an engineering .student. But the rugged 
laissez-faire individualism that Spencer’s evolutionism promoted 
in the ethical and economic world was far from tlie humanitarian 
or refined individualism that James, Wright, and Fiske himself 
envisaged as the worthy outcome of social evolution. Further- 
more, Fiske was much more democratic in his reasons for favor- 
ing Spencer’s disapproval of centralized government, for Spencer 
feai'ed governmental control of private enterprise in the form of 
pro-labor reforms or public relief, as contrary to the law of the 
survival of the fittest, whereas Fiske pointed to tlie American 
tradition of town-hall democracy and to the growth of philan- 
thropy as a sign of an evolving humaneness in political history. 
Finally, Fiske had a Unitarian’s faith in the eventual brotherhood 
of man, good will and peace on earth, and transfigured Spencer’s 
“Unknowable” by endowing it with Christian significance far 
from discernible in Spencer’s dry agnostic fonnulas. What made 
Fiske’s version of Spencer so popular in the United States was 
due more to Fiske’s New England transceiideatalist vision of the 
coming millennium than to his allegedly scientific defense of evo- 
lution (“the cosmic vehicle for the second coming of Christ”), 
though there is no doubt that the increasing prestige of Darwin- 
ism aided considerably in giving Fiske a large sympathetic au- 
dience. He was ovT,n accorded recognition as having made an 
"original” scientific contribution to the theory of evolution by vir- 
tue of his theory of the importance of the prolonged infancy of 
man. That theory, which was not so original as Fiske thought, 
had a special appeal to Americans conscious of the infant culture 
of their country as promising a greater future than the older cul- 
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tures of Europe encased in Bagehot’s “cake of custom” and im- 
pervious to new ideas. The American scholar had not yet fulfilled 
Emerson’s declaration of self-reliance and independence of Eu- 
ropean models. 

When he sent an outline of his views on prolonged infancy 
to Darwin, he met with some encouragement in Darwin’s reply. 
The idea of prolonged infancy, and the lengthening care and ed- 
ucation ol cliildrrai implied by it, was used by Fiske to explain: 
first, the diflerenliation of piiinilivc herd-life into family groups; 
.s(‘eoudly, the possibility for each new generation to improve cu- 
niulali\'(‘ly upon the ideas and customs of its predecessors; finally, 
prolotioed infancy made possible the growth of altruism.*” 

Fiske attached such great importance to his evolutionary 
theor) of the role of prolonged infancy that he went so far as to 
regard it as "the whole explanation of the moral and intellectual 
superiority of men over dumb animals.”**” The moral develop- 
ment of man he associated with the development of the family, 
and consequently, with the growth of altruism. Fiske associated 
man’s intellectual powers with “mental plasticity, or ability to 
adopt mwv methods and strike out into new paths of thought.” 
These characters of plasticity and adaptability and innovating 
ereativit\' are not entirely due to evolutionary tlreory, for we find 
them as features of the mind in Locke’s tabula rasa, in epistemo- 
logical theories of the practical utility of perception, and in Kant’s 
and the Gennan Romantic philosophers’ theory of “productive 
imagination.” But Fiske used these ideas to support his evolu- 
tionism which included the idea of social progress, notwithstand- 
ing Wright's, Peirce’s, and James’s criticisms of the extension of 
mechanical science to the analysis of mind. Fiske was even willing 
to .speculate with the idea of a gradual acquisition of immortality 
as a “transcendent” consequence of his theory of prolonged in- 
fancy; “Though the eprestion is confessedly beyond the reach of 
science', may we not hold that civilized man, the creature of an 
infinite past, is the child of eternity, maturing for an inheritance 
of immortal life?” 

Fiske adopted an evolutionary approach to ethnological 
questions at the \'ery outset of his discussion of the aboriginal 
peoples of arreient America, not hesitating to draw upon biologi- 
cal evolution to explain ethnological distribution. The great dif- 
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ferences between the cultures of diverse Indian tribes in l)oth 
Americas do not, he insists, preclude a common racial slock. He 
attacks “the vague notion that grades of culture have some neces- 
sary connection with likenesses and clilferences of race. There is 
no such necessary connection.” Sir John Lubbock had in his 
evolutionary Origins of Civilizalion (p. 11) pointed out that “dif- 
ferent races in similar stages of clevclopmtmt often present more 
features of resemblance to one another than the same race does 
to itself in different stages of its liistory,” and Fi.ske concurs C(mi- 
plctely in this important principle of cultural history and eth- 
nology. 

The influence on FLske of Lewis Morgan, the anthropolo- 
gist from Rochester, who, in his work on Ancient Socictij (1877), 
distinguished various stages of savagery, barbarism, and civiliza- 
tion, is very marked. Morgan regarded the making of pottery as 
the criterion for distinguishing the barbarian from tire savage, for 
pottery along with the domestication of animals presupposes vil- 
lage life, which in its simple agricultural type of lirliig is the mark 
of “barbarism.” There are, in Morgan’s analysis of cultures, three 
subdivisions, “low, middle, and upper statuses” of each of the 
three stages of savagery, barbarism, and civilization; but Fiske 
warns us against accepting too simple a classificatioir. Morgan’s 
“brilliant classificatioir of the stages of early culture will be found 
very helpful if we only keep in mind the fact that in all wide 
generalizations of this sort the case is lialrle to bo somewhat 
unduly simplified.” •"'* This caution regarding Morgan’s anaK'sis 
shows Fiske to be a more discerning and critical mind than En- 
gels, who eagerly and uncritically adopted Morgan’s stages be- 
cause they fitted into his dialectical materialism. 

That Morgan’s useful work was bused on his study of Amer- 
ican Indian anthropology was regarded Iry Fiske as important for 
showing how an evolutionary study of aboriginal cultures would 
lead to a reevaluatiorr of early European civilization. 

It was the study of prehistoric Europe and of ('arly Aryan institutitms 
that led me by a natural sequence to the study of aboriginal America. 
In 186t> after sketching a plan of a honk on our Atyan forefathers, I vva.s 
turned aside for live years by writing “Cosmic Philosophy." During that 
interval I also wrote “Myths and \Iyth-Maker.s” as a .side-work to the 
projected book on the Aryans, and as soon as the e.-ccursion into tliii field 
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of general philosophy was ended, in 1874, the work on tliat book was 
resumed.® ‘ 

4. EVOLUTION VEIISUS HEVOLUTION 

Fiske’s contemporary biographer, T. Sargent Perry writes; 


The f's'okitioiv.ny iheoi-y, after making its way into physical science, 
had taken posse.ssion of the histoiy of politics, of literature, of art, and 
finally wa.s uniting (wen with its old foe, theology, in the study of early 
religions and the investigation ot the Biblical books. While it had thus 
taken hold ot advanced thought, it had also become known to the general 
public, who no longer feiuetl its methods. To this agreeable harmony Fiske 
greatly contiibuted.-'''’ 

Fiske aimed to extend the harmony portended by his cosmic 
doctrine of evolution into religion and politics at a time when 
both were undergoing the revolutionary travails of “the higher 
criticism” of Christianity and the social upheaval signahzed by 
the Paris Commune of 1871. The last chapter of his chief philo- 
sophic work, Outlines of Cosmic Philosophtj,^^ reveals an evan- 
gelical faith in an evolutionism that was to fuse science and the 
Protestant tradition of individualism against the “static” claims 
of the revival of Catholicism, of the Comtean priesthood of posi- 
tivistic sociologi.st.s, and of the more radical Jacobin atheism of the 
French communists.''" By making clever use of historical rela- 
tivism, Fiske is able to play his evolutionary doctrine against both 
reactionary and radical extremes of religion and politics which 
ignore the iircversihJa, cumulative, and gradual processes of evo- 
lution. Catholics like Do Maistre in France"’® and Mivart in Eng- 
land fail to realize that civilization cannot go back to a medieval, 
feudal, .static society, though it is understandable why there was 
a Catholic reaction to the excesses of the French Revolution and 
to the attempts of Voltaire and Rousseau (“this greatest of Soph- 
ists”)”*’ to scrap orthodoxy overnight. Mivart, whom Wiight had 
criticized for hi.s anti-Darwinism in biology, is taken to task by 
Fiske for ha\ing written that the Daminian doctrine of evolu- 
tion tended to degrade man intellectually and morally and lead 
to “horrors wiirse than those of the Parisian Commune.” Not 
tliat Fiske did not share Mivart’s sense of the ‘liorribleness” of 
the revolutionary outbreak of the Parisian communards; but it 
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was blaming evolutionary science for it that irritated Fiske. In- 
stead of taldng Wright’s position of agnostic neutrality against 
Mivart, Fiske argued that both the Catholics and the communists 
were unhistorical in their political philosophies. Men’s actions are 
the outcome of their individual habits and characters, and tliese 
are formed by slow, evolutionary processes that arc irreversible 
and cumulative, so that wc cannot either go back to the Middle 
Ages or change society by violent revolutionary methods. Social 
reform is needed but can come about only through gradual sci- 
entific enlightenment and not by recourse to medieval authority 
or violence. Scientific progrc.ss is itself the outcome of a cunm- 
lative evolution, and the continuity of evolution cannot brook 
either miracles (creation cx nihil) or rcvolutionaiy violence. 

There is a modern touch to some of Fiske’s impassioned criti- 
cisms of the communistic theories which would suppress individ- 
ual freedom in science and society; the communists would “reg- 
ulate human concerns by status and not by contract,” which 
would completely invert what Sir Henry Maine had showm to be 
the evolution of society from the primitive communism of prop- 
erty and wives. 

To cnish out capital and with it the possibility of any industrial in- 
tcgi'ation, to abolish the incentives which make man sow today that ho may 
reap in the future, to destroy social differentiation by constraining all per- 
sons alike to manual labor, to strangle intellectual progress by permitting 
scientific inquiry only to such as might succeed in convincing a committee 
of ignorant workmen that their discoveries were likely to bo practically useful, 
to smother all individualism under a social tjramiy more ab.solutc than the 
Hindu despotism of caste; this desire, it is obvious, is simply the tihiiormal 
desire to undo every one of the things in the doing of which we have 
seen that social evolution consist.s.'*'^ 

What Fiske did not realize wa.s tliat the JvfiU'xists themselves 
appealed to an evolutionary philosophy of history, and even to 
Darwin, to support their revolutionary political program. Though 
they called themselves scientific historians -and materialists, tliey 
shared with Fiske the Hegelian belief in a single inexorable logic 
of necessary stages of historical development. However, Fiske 
pinned the goal of evolution to individual moral and religious 
realization of human aspirations, whereas the Marxists looked to 
the transformation of social institutions by the material forces of 
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production. But Fiske’s fears of the threatened loss of individual 
rights of freedom, of scientific inquiry, and of civil liberties re- 
main well grounded, at least, as a major problem of our own age 
of social planning and of liberalism struggling against totalitar- 
ianism. 

In religious matters, the liberal Fiske was willing even to 
h;av(; orthodo.xy alone rather than supplant it suddenly with no 
“new ,s\’Slein of conceptions equally adapted to furnish general 
principkss of action . . . The evolutionist, therefore, believing that 
faith in some controlling ideal is essential to right living, aird 
that even an unscientific faith is infinitely better than aimless 
secptieisni, does not go about pointmg out to the orthodox the 
inconsistencies which he discerns in their systems of beliefs.” "" 

The same evolutionary gradualness of change of men’s opin- 
ioirs and feelings applies to politics, which ultimately depends 
for n'foims on the integrity of the individual’s character. Fiske 
was the only member of our group to deal at length with political 
problems, but they all .shared witli him a profound historical 
sense of the impracticability of sudden reforms, and a high ethi- 
cal sense of the individual’s responsibilities in a progressive de- 
mocracy. 

Since it i.s the plain teaching of history that the group of institutions 
making rip tfic framework of society at any given period cannot be violently 
altered witliout entailing a partial disintegration of society; since any cus- 
tom or observance e.'in be safely discontinued only when the community 
ha.s grown to the perception of its uselessness or absurdity; and, above all, 
since the integiity of society depends in an ultimate analysis, not upon its 
institutions . . . Imt upon the integrity of its individual members; it fol- 
lows that the evolutionist will look askance at the panaceas of radical 
woiid-inender.s, ndiusing to believe that the millennium can be coaxed or 
cheated into existence until men liave learned, one and all, eaeli for him- 
self, to live rightly. The only utopian ideal which he can consistently cherish 
is that of contributing his individual share of effort to the improvement of 
mankind by leading an upright life, and applying the principles of common- 
sen.s'i! and of the liighest ethies within his ken to whatever political and 
social cpiestions may directly concern him as a member of a progressive 
coinmunity.® 

Fiske seem.s to have become more idealistic and conserva- 
tive as he grew older. His crusading synthesis of evolutionaiy 
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science and Christian idealism never brought him to anything as 
radical as Francis Ellingwood Abbot’s scientific theism. Nor did 
his theory of the inevitability of gradual progress through long 
spans of historical evolution lead him to be as critical of existing 
laws and institutions as his Cambridge friends. A more realistic 
theory of the evolution of the particular social institution of the 
law appears in the legal philosophy of his lUiighbor, Nicholas 
St. John Green. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 


Tlie Pnigniatic Legal Philosophy 
ol'Nicliolas St. John Green 

Peirc(; aucl J;unc‘s, under the inlliience of Cliaunccy Wright, 
insisted that ])ragmatisin would clarify metaphysical disputes 
about the meanings of ideas. Peiice said of pragmatism: “It is not 
to philosophy only that it is applicable.” Since metaphysical ideas 
about causation, free will, mind, and moral responsibility still 
penneated the social sciences, it is significant historically to note 
that there were more lawyers than natural scientists in the Meta- 
physical Club where, Peirce alleged, “pragmatism saw die light 
of day.” Wright, Peirce, and James were trained in the natural 
sciences. Green, Fiske, Holmes, and Warner were graduates of 
the Harvard Law School, practiced law, and, excepting Fiske, 
with brilliant success. One of them. Holmes, was to attain the 
highe.st office and distinction of the American bench. We owe to 
these lawyers — so far as the history of American social thought 
goes — the fiist major steps in the extension of scientific thinking 
to one of the most difficult of social disciplines, the clarification 
of the nature and sources of positive law. While only those trained 
in the law can appreciate, and appraise their strictly legal work, 
there is much of larger historical and philosophical interest for 
us in their lives and in the spirit of their writings to justify 
Holmes’s inspired dictnm that “a man may live greatly in the law 
as well as el.scwhcre; that there as well as elsewhere his thought 
may find its unity in an infinite penspective; that there as well as 
eLsewbere be may wreak himself upon life, may drink the bitter 
cup of heroism, may wear his heart out after the unattainable.” ^ 
I am not concerned (nor am I competent) to discuss the 
legal details of the writings of the philosophical lavs^yers con- 
nected with the rise of pragmatism. \Vlrat I wish to exlrume is 
the pragmatic social philosophy underlying their legal labors, and 
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to show how it is related to their interpretations of evolution in 
human history. Despite the diverse versions of evolution held hy 
the members of the Metaphysieal Club, they shared a functional 
conception of institutions lilre the law, viewing them as tlu; c-n- 
mulative social product of practical decisions, ddiey aimed to 
make our social thinking flexible, humane, and scientific, to cut 
into the cake of custom, though they were well awart: of the 
crusty hardness of tradition and authority rtrsistant to change. 
A.S the natural scientists were revising tlu'ir classifications and 
theories of molecular and organic jihenomena, so the pragmatic 
lawyers urged the need for making the law adaptable to chang- 
ing social conditions in the light of modern scienc(> and logic. In 
Daminian fashion, they interpreted the law as a human instru- 
ment for adjusting conflicting desires in the struggle for existence 
among men. Against a static conception of the law as di.sem- 
bodied reason or eternal natural law discoverable by the jurist 
and applied syllogistically to each new case, they applied the 
more empirical notion of mans fallible groping for order and 
justice in the intense competition of the market place. Justice 
would be no more than what intelligent compromise and social 
expediency could naturally yield. While the courts and other high 
places of government were often condemned for shady transac- 
tions sanctioned by corrupt bossism — for example, the Tweed 
Ring — the philosophical lawyers of the Metaphysical Club tunied 
to “the scientific study of law,” to quote the terms of the new 
Nathan Dane Chair set up at Harvard’s Law School. The law was 
regarded by them as an evolving body of custom in line with the 
view'point of Sir Henry Sumner Maine’s historical studies. The 
inductive logic of the Briti.sh lawyer-philosophers. Sir Francis 
Bacon, Tliomas Hobbes, and Jeremy Bentham, as well as their 
utilitarian ethics, were fu-sed with an historical evolutionary ap- 
proach to the law bv our Harvard lawyers. They aimed like tludr 
British forebears to elevate the intellet-dual and social prestige of 
their calling, to confer upon it the dignity of science, though it 
required the most stalwart faith and practical idealism to persist 
in such an aim. 

Our discussion of this idealistic Yankee venture of Ilarvartrs 
lawyer scholars and its role in the genesis of pragmatism will 
begin with the problems of legal pliilosopli)' about 1870 which 
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center about the neglected figure and writings of Nicholas St. 
John Green." 

Peirce, in his account of the Metapliysical Club, spoke of 
Green as 

one of tlic most intcie.stcd fellows, a skillful lawyer and a learned one, a 
disciple of jererny Bcntham. flis extraoidinary power of di.srobing waim 
and breathing truth of the draperies of long worn formulas, was what 
iitlruc'ted attention to him every where. In particular, he often urged the 
iniportaneo of a[iplying liaiii’s definition of belief, as “that upon which a 
man is preparetl to act.” From this definition, pragmatism is .scarce more 
than a coiollaty; .so that I arn disposed to think of him as the grandfather 
of pragin.iti.sm.“ 

William James said, “Green went off far too young” — Green 
died in 1876, a year after his lifelong friend Wright. Both born 
in 1830, Green and Wright had known each other as schoolboys 
in Northampton, and had been togetlrer at Harvard as under- 
graduates, as University lecturers under President Eliot, and as 
intimate neighbors in Gambridge. We shall soon see that Holmes 
e.vpressed a high opinion of Green’s historical analysis of the laws 
of libel and slander. Holmes’s close friend, John Chipman Gray,® 
who probably wrote the obituary notice of Green for tlie Ameri- 
can Law Review, must have known of Green’s and Wright’s in- 
terest in Maine’s Ancient Law,^ Bain’s psychology. Mill’s logic 
and utilitarianism, and Darwin’s evolutionary empiricism: 

He [Green] wn.s us importanl a figure in tiro field of jurisprudence 
as fits erprally lanroiited friend Chauncey Wright was in that of science and 
philosophy ... lie liecame a sliidcirt of history, political economy, psy- 
chology, and logic, prejudice gave way to philosophy, and his convictions 
without losing in strength were tempered by an appreciation of the other 
.side . . . 

He handled a eprostion of law not only witlr the mastery of a logician 
who easily reduced a ca.se under estahlished principles, but also, and with 
erpral power, in the li^ht of the histarij which explains those principles, and 
the considerations of political science and human nature which justify 
them^ [my italics], 

® Since .so little is recorded of the life of “that acute and learned lawyer,” 
as J. B. Thayer described hini, I refer the reader to Appendix F for the intere.sting 
biographieal f,ict.s kindly .supplied me by Professor Frederick Green, the son of out 
subject. 
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When Green died in 1876 he had completed the editing and 
annotation of the first two volumes of a huge project, 

the annual publication of Criminal Law Reports, Reports of Cases 
determined in the Federal and State Courts of the United States, 
and in the Courts of England, Ireland, Canada, etc. With Notes. 
The historical approach which difi’erentiates our nineteenth-cen- 
tury American juTisjn'udenco in its evolution fiorn the more an- 
alytical systems of the prc-Darvviuian British empiricists (Bacon, 
Hobbes, Bcnlharn, Austin, James Mill), is plainly expressed by 
Green in the preface to the first of his two volumes; 

In future volumes, no case which is deenicd to be even of the slightest 
importance will be omitted. Doubtful points wilt also be commented on in 
notes, in which an endeavor will be made to lieat the subject historically 
as well as theoretically, inasmuch a.s it is believed by the editor that only 
by the study of tfie history of the English Criminal Law can its excellences 
or its defects be cleaily understood '* [my italics]. 

It is important to notice that tlie historical approach is in- 
tended by our pragmatic jurist to function as an inductive aid 
and not as a substitute for analysis of legal rights and liabilities 
as provided in dre present law. Greens pragmatic historicism 
does not prevent him from following Austin’s logical procedure 
of systematizing the common law, which wa.s “a mass of details,” 
for, like all English law, “it has none of those large coherent prin- 
ciples which are a sure index to details.” The “details,” however, 
are not simply the mass of law but its shifting historical contexts 
with its diverse expressions of the public will. Warner, in his re- 
view of Holme.s’s Common Law," wanrs us that the hi.storical, ev- 
olutionary approach may prove too much, since we are always 
unsure whether proposed innovations will be able to overcome 
the dead historical weight of old lines and precedenls. Finally. 
Holmes himself, though he did so nmeh to breathe historical vi- 
tality into the und(>rstanding of the common law, reminds legal 
students that historic continuity is a necessity hut not a duty. By 
1880 the pendulum of evolutionary thought had swuiig la an ex- 
ti'eme historicism as a i-e.siilt of the idexalistic and theistie lucu- 
brations of John Fiske and other evolutionary theologians. Botli 
Green and Fiske were intimate friends of Chauncey Wright, but 
there i.s a closer affinity between Wright’s and Green’s analytical 
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empiricism than between Greeir’s pluralistic and Fiske’s monistic 
liistoricism, 

I shall endeavor to show from a detailed examination of 
Green’s legal essays and notes how he kept a pragmatic balance 
between tlie analytical and historical schools of jurisprudence, In 
thus avoiding the lifeless formalism of the Austinians, and the 
metaphysical tendencies of the post-Kantians to force history into 
a priori schcniuUi, Green paved the way for the sociological, em- 
pirical, and phnalislie method which was soon to be formulated 
by Peirce, Janies, and others as the conseioirsly philosophical doc- 
trine of pragmatism. 

Green conccnvcd that the function of philosophy in law is to 
give careful logical analyses of concepts and mles proceeding 
from slowly changing social, historical conditions. The concepts 
require strict definition atrd the rules inductive corroboration 
from legal precedents studied historically. A Treatise on the Law 
of Negligence by Shearmair and Rcdfield is criticized by Green® 
for claiming to be philosophical when it is not, because it is not 
“analytical”; it confounds “negligence” in the legal sense (which 
is primarily concenred with liability) with the factual sense of 
neglect, and introduces into commoir-law cases the distinctions 
betvveeir degrees of negligeirce in civil law. Thus, it is “almost im- 
possible to reconcile the cases in this branch of the law, even 
where there is itr rcalit)' no conflict.” “ 

Tliere is, perhaps, no better illustration of the union in 
Green of historical enidition and logical analysis oriented toward 
a clearer understanding of the important idea of causation and 
responsibility iii the study of law, than his article on “Proximate 
and Remote Cause,” published in 1870.’^" This was a year before 
Peirce’s review of Berkelev, in which he declared for “realism” 
of the medieval Scotist kind, and also orally presented to his 
“Metaphysical Cilul)” his views on “The Fixation of Behef” and 
“How to Make Our Ideas Clear,” originally also marked by socio- 
historieal and analytical considerations. 

In his article on “Proximate Cause and Effect” in Baldwins 
Dictionanj of Philosophj and Fsijchology, Peirce showed (about 
thirty years after Green’s article of 1870) the relationsliip between 
pragmatism and this legal and obscure Aristotelian term in a way 



Nicholas St. John Green 157 

that strongly suggests die influence of Green’s essa>' on the same 
theme ; 

Proximate came and effort: an obscure teirn, like most ol the teims 
of Aristotclianism, which acquired some piaetical iinpoitaiicc owing to the 
courts holding that a man was responsible for the proximate effi'Cls of his 
actions, not for their remote effects. This’ ought to di’toimiiie what .should 
be meant by proximate tausv- and effect; namely, that that which a man 
ought to have foreseen might result tiom hi.s action is its proximate effect. 
The idea of making the, payment of consideiable damages dependent upon 
a tcitn of Aristotelian logic or mclaphysies is most .shocking to any student 
of those .subjects, and well illustiatcs tbe value of PRAChMATfSM. 


Grec'ii’s historical research into the origin of the legal maxim 
which regards the proximate but not the remote cause as perti- 
nent to the law (“In jure non reniota causa, sed proxinia, spec- 
tatur”), showed that that nia.\im does not appear to have been 
used in the English law prior to Bacon’s time.“ The maxim itself 
originally occurs in Bacon’s Maxims of the Law, and illustrates 
what Green hails as the methodologicallv' sound precept of Bacon 
“not to take a law from the rules, but to make a rale from the 
existing Law.” Then Green points out that the historical ques- 
tion of the origin of llie mle or maxim is not as impoitant as its 
general application and emplo)Tncnt by tbe courts as an author- 
itative rule in cases of maritime insurance, in actions for negli- 
gence, and in determining the defendant’s liability for damages. 
In such cases it is often used with a dilfereirt meaning, because 
it receives a different application from any intended by Bacon. 
What Bacon meant by it Green .show.s in ten closely packed page's 
of erudite historical references to Aristotle and hi.s scholu.stic eoin- 
mentator.s.^'’’ Bacon not only adopted their four-fold logical and 
metaphysical classification of cairses (material, formal, final, and 
efficient) but also their view of proximate cause as a sufficient con- 
dition for the incviUible production of an event. Gree'n’s point is 
that metaphysical definitions of causation arc irrelevant to the 
purpose of the law concerned with the rights and liabilities of 
parties to proceedings which have nothing to do with proximity 
of events in space or time when viewed as mechanically con- 
nected together like the links of a chain. There is nothing in na- 
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ture which corresponds to this single iinlnealcable chain of causa- 
tion. “Such an idea is a pure fabrication of the mind.” 

The Aristotelian distinction between proximate and remote 
cause retained by Bacon was analyzed by Green to mean that a 
proximate cause involves (1) necessary production, (2) a con- 
nection between it and the effect which is plainly intelligible, (3) 
that from which the effc'ct can be deductively inferred; whereas, 
a remote cause is one from which no necessary effect can be 
ch'arly and conehisively drawn, ft is to the a priori idea of a sin- 
glcf necessary chain" of causation which Bacon imported into his 
legal maxim from scholastic philo-sophy that Green objects, for 
he commends Bacon for seeking to avoid the misty generalities 
of remote or nltimate causes. After indicating that the law does 
not l(K)k to physical necessity. Green adds: 

The law in tlie application of tlii.s [of proximate cause], is not 

concerned with philosophical or logical viow.s of causation. When the maxim 
is applied, the whole body of facts has been ascertained by testimony. The 
facts are the subject of inquiry for a single purpose. That purpose is to 
determine the rights and liabilities of the respective parties to the proceed- 
ings. These facts alone are viewed as causes and eEects which have direct 
bearing upon those rights and liabilities. . . . The difficulty is not owing 
to any great ambiguity in the meaning of the word cause. That word is 
used in its popular signification.^^ 

Bacon’s ma.xim that the law looks only to proximate causes, 
says Green, 

when applied in actions of contract, is essentially a rule of construction. It 
is the same thing to say a thing comes within a contract as it is to say the 
contract embraces the thing. It is the same thing to say the loss is a proxi- 
muto cotisequciice of a peril in.sured against, as it is to say that the parties 
intended that such a loss he covered by the policy. The different forms of 
oxpre.s.sion are one in rne.ming ... In actions for negligence, a defendant 
is held liable for the natural and probable consequences of bis misconduct. 
In this class of actions his misconduct is called the proximate cause of those 
results wfiich a prudent foresight might have avoided. It is called the 
remote cause of other results. 

In dotermining the amount of damages in an action of contract, the 
breach of coiitr.ict is called the proximate cause of such damages as may 
reasonably be supposed to have been contemplated by die pardes. If there 
are other damages, of these it is called the remote cause. 

There is no settled rule fox the application of the maxim in determin- 
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ing the damages in actions of Ujrt. In such actions, the damages, which avu 
called proximate, often vary in proportion to the misconclnct, recklessness 
or vvaiitonness of the defendant . . . We cannot add clearness to o>ir rea- 
soning by talking about proximate and lemote causes and elfcets, when we 
mean only the degree of certainly or uncertainty with which the connection 
between cause and effect might have been anticipatedd" 

Now the scholiustics and Bacon difFered only in the iiuiniKtf in 
which they proposed to invesligtite causes. Tlie tlieologians used 
an a priori method oF assuming caiise.s, whereas Baeoii laid down 
a system of cmimortttion of instances. Clreeii sliurply tutd prtig- 
matieally assorts; 


Neither method is of practical ii.se. It is iinpossihlo to find the art of 
making gold by blind e.xperimenl. It is equally impossible to find it by 
enumeration of instances of yellowness, of weight and of ductility. When 
Bacon gave it as his opinion that it was easiei to make silver than to Tnake 
gold, becau.se .silver was the simpler metal, he rea.sonc‘d like a schoolman 
. . . who had not )’et attained to subtlety. 

There is but one \iew of causation that can be of jJractical service. 
What one of the various circumstances . . . vve shall .single out as the 
cause, to the neglect of other circumstances, depends upon the question for 
what puqrose we are investigating.^'^ 

The purpo.se of research into causes in phy.sical .science.s is 
quite different from that in the law. In phy.sical sciences, includ- 
ing human ph)'siology, a search for pro.vhnate eau.st;s is a search 
for the conditions immediately antecedent tf) and eoncurnitant 
with the effccL. This is a mechanical \iew of causation whose 
logical and metaphysical core is spatio-temporal contiguity. In 
the law there is no search for such mechanical causes. Whatewer 
facts of spatio-temporal characU'r arc involved are ascertained by 
testimony and the jury. The h'gally relevant facts are the subject 
of inquiry for a single purpose, nanu'ly, to tletitrinim? tlie rig/tfs 
and lialhlitics of the respective partuss involved. Green is quite 
positivistic and impatiinit svith unclear metaphysical terms or un- 
scientific, inflexible distinctions: 

One difficulty is that philosophy and metaphysics art? sometimes 
brought into a discu.ssion to which they do not belong. Another is, that 
cause and effect are often viewed as parts of a “chain of cau.sation,” and 
the discussion thus becomes meaningless. The chief difRculty, however, is 
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that the term proximate and the term remote have no clear, distinct, and 
definable significations. Tire division is neither scientific nor logical. Above 
all, it is not a fi.xed and constant division. It varies in different classes of 
uction.s.i'’ 

The meaning of the terms “proximate” and “remote” is con- 
tracted or enlarged according to the subject-matter of the in- 
([uiry. Tliis is as pluralistic, operational, and contextual as any 
logical analysis of legal terms one can find in this early period of 
tlu! evolution ol jiirispnidciiec in the United States. Of course, the 
historian of [iragmatisni in tlie law will not identify these early 
beginnings with the mature twentieth-century forms of prag- 
matic legal philo.sophy. 

There is, then, in Green’s view of causation an indefinite 
plurality of interwoven conditions rather than a single causal 
cham leading iaevitablv to any tact; there are as many different 
causes as there arc diverse points of view and pui-poses in the 
relations of the investigator to the subject matter of his inquiry. 
Physical causes are sufficient only from the mechanical point of 
view of getting at the spatio-temporal conditions in the neigh- 
borhood of an event, but are not suflBcient to decide tire legal 
question of responsibility or liability under the doctrine of so- 
called pro.ximate cause.- Suppose a fire breaks out in a shop cov- 
ered by an insurance policy which as a contract stipulates in more 
or less standardized claus'es the rights of indemnity and liabilities 
of the insured shop owner and insurance company, respectively. 
What circumstances concerning the fire may be properly called 
the proximate cause in the legal sense of the loss of property in- 
sured against, is not simply a question of ph)'sical causation; for 
the fire might have been deliberately planned by the owner and 
such mi.sconduct is a move relevant proximate cause which does 
not give the owner the right to collect indemnity. It would be 
publicly dangerous to encourage arson in that manner. The class 
of interests covered by an insurance policy and the particular- in- 
tent of the parties are "subservient to die public beai-ing on tlie 
qu(;stion.” The main point is that law is pr-imaxily a matter of 
social behavior rather than physical causation; “Law is made for 
the protection of society,” hence a physician treats a patient widi 
a different purpose from that of a judge who seeks to pi'event 
future ixTong to society, 
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What is the source of all our knowledge of any kind of 
causes? Green’s answer is unequivocally based on an empirical 
statistical theory which underlies practical judgment, with full 
recognition of its tentative and fallible character. It goes to the 
heart of the pragmatic theory of the essential contingency of em- 
pirical tmth, so prominent in Wright, Peirce, James, and Ilohmis. 

Our aritidpiitioii.s of the future arc fouudecl upoti our e.spcrioneu of 
the pii.st. Tlio experiuiice of the past i.s the experieucs' of the .sueexjssions of 
causers and effects which always .surround us. Wi; can estiinale, with a 
rGa.souuble degree of certainty, lire prolrahilities of the fiituie (iceuiTcncx- of 
many of these successions. About sucec.ssions of this kind men make con- 
tracts. Large classes of such .sucec.ssions can be grouped together, and tfie 
order and frer[uericy of their liappeiiiiig can bo piedicted from past ex- 
perience with something which approaches to mathematical precision. With 
events of this kind, underwriters deal. Experience rdsn teaches us that vari- 
ous olfects, which we can foresee with a greater or less degree of certainty, 
will or may follow from our own acts. The law makes us responsible for 
those effects of voluntary acts which might reasonvibly have been foreseen, 
or which are of a kind analogous to effects which might have been fore- 
seen. There is generally no other way of determining whether events anal- 
ogous to them in kind, were or might have been anticipated or foreseen, 
than by an appeal to experience. By applying this maxim, wc make that 
appeal . . . The use of the maxim is liable to lead to error by withdrawing 
the attention from the true [legal] subject of iiupiiry. . . . But this i.s an 
inconvenience which must be submitted to by those who attempt to make 
a practical application of the maxim.-" 

Green’s cmpiricistic pluralism (a de.signation he him.self 
never employed bccau.se be e.schewed labels and always went 
straight to the objeetivo analysis of a .specific proltlem) is clearly 
illustrated in bis review of Dr. I. Ray’s Treatise on thi^ Medical 
Jurisprudence of Insanitij (5th ed., 1S71) in Holmes’s Anwricun 
Law Review.-^ Where the physician i.s concerned with tlie ab- 
normal behavior of his deranged patient, the legislator and the 
judge are concerned only with the effects of such Itehavior ou the 
community. Along with Bain and Maud.sley, the authorities re- 
spectively on normal and abnonnal psychology in the seventies, 
Green i.s willing to accept a physiological theory of the mind, 
provided we realize how limited such theories are with respect to 
drawing any absolute line between sane and insane. We go be- 
yond science and experience if we regard the mind as a incta- 
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physical entity deprived of all freedom or aceountabiUty when it 
disappears suddenly in insanity. The mind is no such entity, and 
volitional functions never disappear completely while there is 
fear of puni.shmeut. Mental action is dependent on neiwous struc- 
ture; sanity and insanity are but matters of degree of stability or 
deterioiation ol the nervous system. We know no more about in- 
sanity than al)f)ut its dangers to the public. The legal difficulty 
of ascertaining with any degree of precision how much knowl- 
edge a pt'r.son nm.st hav'c to he held responsilde for his actions is 
the same as the scientist’s difficulty of drawing a line between the 
sane and the insane. “All things in nature, all things external, all 
idca.s, all sensations, all emotions, .shade into each other by im- 
perceptible degrees. No absolute line can be drawn. Tilings are 
separated from one another by a debatable ground. The difficulty 
is inherent in the nature of man. Human power can make hut an 
approach to precision.” " 

This philosophical statement of Green’s can best be ex- 
plained us due to the pres’ailing evolutionary conception of the 
merging of species through natural selection, a conception which 
was spreading into psychological and social sciences, as we have 
seen. Green’s intimate neighbor, Wright, was busy at tlie time 
defending Danvin against the scholastic apologist, Mivart, on the 
central thesis of tire temporal continuity of species by the cumu- 
lative and gradual effects of minute valuations useful for survival. 
Green frequently visited another neighbor and friend, Fiske, who 
was lecturing at Harvard on evolution in society. Then also, the 
archmctaphysical evolutionist Peirce, who admired Green as an 
acute Benthamite member of the Metaphysical Club, was telling 
the Club how to make t)ur ideas clear by breaking away from the 
authoiitarian intuitionists and infallibilists who opposed evolu- 
tion. 

Jeremy Bcntharn was the strongest protagonist of empiri- 
cism and utilitarianism in British ethical theory and legal philoso- 
phy before Darwin and Sir Henry Sumner Maine. Benlham’s 
definition of utilitarianism was clear and concise (his very style 
seenrs to have served as a model to Green), and opposed to the 
doctrine of an eternal law of nature divorced from the physical 
good of man, that is, man’s sensory, social, and intellectual pleas- 
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ures, according to the antimetaphysical Bcnthain. What tlic social 
and pragmatic post-Darwinian thinkers did was to generalize the 
idea of utility so that it became a factor in both Ihological and 
social evolution. Common to Bentham and Green was a utilitar- 
ian, antiauthoritarian liberalism. Green subscribed as completely 
to the empirical ideas of Bentham concerning the cnd.s of legis- 
lation as he did to the evolutionary ideas of his own time concc'rn- 
ing the historical roots of the law. And as Bentham always ap- 
plied the test of empirical, social con.setpiences, so wc find Gn^en 
waiving the illusory certainties of .scholastic jurisprudwice. 

The best the law can do is to inquire into the power of tlie 
defendant to “foresee the usual and probable consequences of his 
acts,” before acquitting or condemning him. Whenever there is 
a margin of doubt, the question is answered “in favor of human- 
ity, by giving the defendant the benefit of that doubt.” *■* 

Green was not simply a logician, lecturer, and practitioner 
of tlie law. Underneath the rigorously clear, historically erudite, 
and masterfully legal competence of his writings on the laws of 
tort and crime, there appears the humane liberal heart and faith 
in the powei' of reason to correct the shortcomings of and intro- 
duce a more just order into that incoherent mass of historically 
accumulated court decisions which constitute the common law. 
Though he quotes Austin with favor in this connection, Green in- 
sists that we must understand also the peculiar contortions and 
ungainly growth of the law hisloricallij, “in the way we accoimt 
for the distorted .shape of a tree — ^Iry looking for the .special cir- 
cumstances under which it has grown, and the forces to which it 
has been exposed.” Green’s evolutionary or historical supple- 
inenlation of Austin’s analytical nictliod appears in his effort to 
account for “the crooked and wixuichcd form of the law of slander 
and libel”: “Born of the Roman, and nurtured by tlu' canon law, 
its distorted person evidences the violence with w’hich it was tom 
from its nurses.” "" Going into the history and evolution of tlu; 
English law, from it.s dark formless beginnings under the rule of 
the Dmids, through the .successive governments of the Romans, 
of the ecclesiastic.s of the medieval universal church, of the Nor- 
man conquerors, and into the suhscquenl separation of spiritual 
and temporal power. Green not only accounts for the evolution 
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of tlie laws of slander and libel, but also believes one can thereby 
prove that the whole doctrine of legal maUce is pure obscurant- 
ist, inquisitorial scholasticism. 

Tlio defendant was puiiisbcd pro salute animae, and the matter was 
not looked at in a legal, but in a moral point of view, to see if the speaking 
of the words was a sin. When courts of law took jurisdiction of defamation 
they seem to hav<! applied to this anitmis of the Romans, or malitia of the 
canon law, the elaborate scholastic structure framed in the common law — 
and the doctrine of implied malice wa.s introduced into the law of slander. 
Hicy alfiriued that malice vvas in all cases necessary to maintain the action, 
and to find a malice which did not exist they implied it. They were like men 
who should pcisist in viewing all things through smoked glass, and should 
light candles to cnahle them to see through the glass; if they should remove 
the glass they would save their candles and see at least as clearly as before.-’^ 

Now this is not simply bistory, but critical history with a 
utilitarian purpose. Holmes was early impressed by this historical 
analysis by Green of the laws of slander and libel, and warmly 
commended it iii Iris edition of Kent’s Commentaries on American 
Law (1873). “In an able article, 6 Amer. Lam Ren. 593 [by N. St. 
John Green (July 1872)], the reason for some of the distinctions 
between slander and libel, and for holding certain words action- 
able per se, are thought to be purely historical, and are ingen- 
iously explained.” 

Green was a Benthamite, as Peirce has testified, and for 
Bentham the medieval inquisition into intent and malice was like 
“the pitchy darkness of the very earhest ages.” The legally im- 
portant thing for Bentham and Green is the practical, social con- 
sequences of a man’s defamatory language, and not some specu- 
latively assumed intended or implied malice. Tire medieval moral 
point of view of authoritatively judged “sinful” language was re- 
pugnant to Green, and Holmes was soon to follow in Green’s 
utilitarian fa.shion by invoking the external standards of tire law 
as the true thfsory of trespa.ss and negligence.®” By “external 
standard.s’” Holmes meant several things, each of which is ex- 
pressed also and earlier by Green though not in any general doc- 
trine of liability: 

(1) A quasi-behuvioristic method of ascertaining inten- 
tion,— 
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Holmes: “An act is always a v'oluutary muscular contraction 
and nothing else.” . . . “The law only works within the .sphere 
of the senses.” 

Green: “An intention of the mind is an idea; it cannot he 
perceived Ijy the senses; it can only be inferred from acts.” . . . 
“Every action consists as such of inward feedings and outward 
motions, tire motions forming the evidence of the feelings.”'*" 

(2) Irrelevance of the internal phenomena of conscience. — 

Holmes: “The law is wholly indilferent to the internal phe- 
nomena of conscience.” “Malice aforethought does not mean a 
state of the defendant’s mind ... It is in truth . . . like . . . 
negligence . . .” **** 

Green: “The whole doctrine of legal malice is pure scholas- 
ticism, and obscures with a thick fog every thing it envelopes. In 
actions for malicious prosecutions alone has it a semblance of a 
meaning, while in cases of homicide it means no one knows what, 
and in actions of slander it means nothing.”**' 

(3) The primacy of public policy over indi\’idual peculiar- 
ities. — 

Holmes: “The standards of the law are standards of geireral 
application. The law takes no account of the infinite varieties of 
temperament, intellect, and education which make the internal 
character of a given act so different in different men. It does not 
attempt to see men as God sees them . . . When men live in a 
society, a certain average of conduct, a sacrifice of individual 
peculiarities going beyond a certain point, is necessary to the 
general welfare.” **'"’ 

Green: “The physician deals with a single individual con- 
sidered as his patient, and has nothing to do with the community 
or interests of tire community. If ho has an insane patient, his 
whole attention is given to tliis particular curt; without looking 
beyond. . . . But law is made for the protection of society. It is 
for the community and not for the individual; e.Kcept ;is through 
tire individual it may affect the community, and promote the 
safety of society at large. The defendant in a criminal ca.se i.s not 
a patient whose moral and physical health is the .sole ohject of 
solicitude. Tlie object of legal punislrmeiit is to prevent not only 
the defendant, but all other persons, from violating the law.” **" 
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Green and Holmes both believed it was in the public in- 
terest not to exempt from liability all the acts of an insane person 
but only tliose he is incapable of contiullmgr'*^ 

Both Green and Holmes were favorably impressed by the 
writings of a lifelong friend of Henry Sumner Maine, James F. 
Stephen (1829-1894), whose important and widely read work, 
General View of the Criminal Law of England (1863), was cited 
by Green in favor of externally observed conduct as evidence of 
intent,'’'* and was much admired for the same reason by Holmes. 
Professor Hall is the first to point out the influence of James 
Stephen’s positivistic views of criminal law on Holmes, He could 
have included Green with Holmes in his historical observation 
that Holmes’s theory of objective liability “was the product of a 
Utilitarianism which held expediency not only die sole objective 
of all law but also an adeeprate one. He was thus close kin to 
Bentham and Austin,” and that Holmes “brought to the earlier 
legal positivism the full tide of modern social positivism, the bio- 
logical and evolutionary versions predominating.”®® 

I do irot wish to identify Holmes’s views with those of 
Green, but only to show certain common pragmatic features due 
historically to their common sources in British empiricism and 
evolutionary positivism. 

The progress and humanitarianism which Green saw evolv- 
ing slowly in the law appear in his eloquent commerrl on the 
statutory extension of property rights to manned women. 

The law of the statii-s of women is the last ve.stige of slavery. Upon 
their subjection it has been thought rests the basis of society; disturb that, 
and society crumbles into ruins. By the married woman’s property acts, the 
fir.st blow has been struck. The check of the idol has fallen to the grorrnd; 
the thunder is .silent, and the eiirth preseiwes its accustomed tranquillity. 
The huge idol will sooner or later be broken to pieces. 

Against the punishability of children at dre age of seven, 
pennittod by dre crimitral courts of Massachusetts even in his 
own day, Green argires learnedly hut with scarcely suppressed 
moral auger, poiirting out that even the barbaric and superstitious 
ancierrt opiniorrs set the age of pvmishable infancy “capable of 
guilt” above that of seven years. Both Blackstone^^ and Austin^® 
are severely criticized by Green, die former for his vague moral 
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language, the latter for his overfornial and specious logic. Both 
fail to realize that “a bench of judges trained in dry technical 
reasonings and a juiy of artisans and shopkeepers versed whollv" 
in the business of practical everyday life, would be as unfit a 
tribunal as could be selected for the pm-pose (h judging of the 
processes of the infant mind.” 

Bentham and Green belong to that humanilaiian school of 
legal thinkers who rebelled against cruel and barbaric methods 
of puni.shing eriininals, young or old, sane or insane. The ethical 
criterion of the British utilitarians, “the greatest happiness of the 
greatest number,” originated with Beccaiia whose main work was 
devoted to the condemnation of methods of tortming and dying 
criminals.'^^ So we find Green arguing tliat we must qualify the 
appheation of the principle, “Ignorance of the law is no excuse,” 
in the case of a woman condemned for casting a ballot in a state 
where women were not enfranchised, for there was no proof of 
criminal intent or mens rea, but only an attempt to exercise what 
she regarded as her democratic privilege and right under the 
Fourteenth Amendment.*® 

Green expresses himself often on legal semantics in a man- 
ner that occurs frequently in Mr. Justice Holmes’s opinions,'*” 
Hobbes, “who had a marvelous faculty for stripping words of 
their ambiguity,” is quoted by Green,*' as having made clear that 
tire meaning or legal effect of a pardon is not, as Coke said, to 
forgive a crime, but simply to remit the punishment for a crime, 
as an act of mercy. Another instanci*, wliich involves the evolu- 
tionary aspect of linguistic meaning, is Green’s comment on the 
legal question whether a man may commit rapi’ upon a woman 
asleep. The author of a w'oi'k on criminal law' citc's the rnedit'val 
Statutes of We.sLminster to the effect that the term “against her 
will” was used to mean the .sanic as “without her consent,” and 
since a woman a.sleep cannot he said to have offered consent, a 
man may be held for rape in that case. Green’s comment is; “It 
may perhaps be that in the Statutes of We.slininster the w’ords 
‘without her consent,’ and the word.s ‘against her will’ were used 
synonymiously, but the meaning of a statute passed in the dark 
ages cannot be determined by the ordinary rules of verbal criti- 
cism as if it were a statute of lire present day.” '*'* Now an his- 
torically obsious element of the meaning of “against her will” wms 
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the use of violence or overpowering force. If no overpowering 
force is used, then it is a new crime not covered by die old law 
to commit rape on a woman asleep. And Green adds an idea 
which Holmes frequently repeated; “The creation of new crimes 
belongs to the legislature and not to the courts.” 

Green traced historically the right to repel attack on one’s 
dwelling to ancient customs: “By the early laws of all civilized 
nations, and by the customs of these savage and semi-savage 
tribes whoso usages liave been intelligently observed, a pceuliar 
in\muuity is given to the dwelling. A trespass upon the habita- 
tion is regarded as a kind of sacrilege, entitling the occupier to 
innict summary vengeance.” The evolution of the idea that a 
man’s house is his castle is traced by Green’s historical references 
to early Greek and Roman laws of property in Fustel de Cou- 
langcs {La Cite Antique), to Sir Henry Maine’s anthropological 
study of Village Communities in the East and West, and to the 
place where the custom most strongly prevailed, namely among 
the Germanic tribes (Salic law and laws of Anglo-Saxons and 
Normans). Another illustration of Green’s historical and philo- 
sophical learning is to be found in his view that the form and 
reepisites of an indictment at common law are derived from scho- 
lastic logic and the use of Aristotle’s categories.''’^ A grand jury 
was required to ask and answer: Quis? quid? ubi? quibus auxilis? 
cur? quo rnodo? quanclo? The method of pleading exhibited in the 
Year Books resembles scholastic disputations. 

Beside the union of the socio-historical and analytical meth- 
ods which is common to the legal thinking of Green, Warner, and 
Holmes, who thus mark an advance over the predominantly un- 
historical analyses of Bentham and Austin, there is a more dy- 
namic psychology in the American pragmatists than the passive 
sensationalism of the British empiricists. The nominalistic theory 
of ideas in Ockham, Hobbes, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, and Mill, 
made ideas merely representative copies of particular external 
qualities. The voluntaristic idealism or scholastic realism of Duns 
Seotus as interpreted by Abbot, Green, and Peirce, implied that 
ideas had a more general and dynamic power of influencing ac- 
tion. In the light of Green’s high admiration for Seotus — which 
we find also in Bain’s Scottish realism and in Peirce and Abbot — 
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it is significant that Green says: “There is always a tendency to 
act out an idea.” This tendency to act out an idea is capable of 
being restrained, but only by a power of control accpiircd by 
habit. When a man mentally recalls a scene which once excited 
his indignation, he again becomes angry, truthfully saying he is 
“indignant at the idea.” “The infection of certain ways of com- 
mitting crime and suicide is a matter of common remark.” 

We shall find Warner saying at the conclusion of his addn'ss 
to the American Bar Association on “The Responsibilities of the 
Lawyer” that ethical ideals can be realized only if “w'c go down 
among men and work.” Similarly, Holmes in discussing the sup- 
pression of radical ideas because they are incitements to action 
which constitute a present danger, asserts that “all ideas are in- 
citements to action,” and the only relevant issue is that of “clear 
and present danger.” 

Green’s definition of “a reasonable doubt” is similar to 
Peirce’s definition of belief as the settlemerrt of the irritation or 
uneasiness of doubt; “A reasonable doubt is the doubt which a 
juryman feels when he is not satisfied as to the truth of the fact to 
be established by evidence on the part of the prosecution. If he 
feels uneasy as to the truth of the fact in saying guilty, he has a 
reasonable doubt.” 

Legal mles or maxims should not be accepted as absolutely 
universal. Green quotes with favor one of the authors of the Fort 
Royal Logic: “Maxims are to be distrusted, for there are few gen- 
eral truths; all have their exceptions and their limits, and very' 
false applications of them may be made, because the mind being 
taken up with the verity of the maxim, examines with little care 
the .subject to which it is applied.” This caution again.st adher- 
ing formally to grmeral rules is applit'd by Green to tlu' legal 
maxim; “Every person is presumed to intend the necessary conse- 
quences of his own acts.” The age and state of mind of the de- 
fendant and unforeseeableness of some consequences, qualify tins 
maxim. 

Enough examples have now been given of Green’s pragmatic, 
pluralistic, and empirical temper of mind to .show its affinity' with 
•^at of Plolmes. Effidence of their personal association is given not 
only by Peirce’s reference to their membership in his “Metaphysi- 
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cal Club,” where they shared the influence of Chauncey Wright, 
but also by an account given by Brooks Adams of their mutual 
friend, Melville M. Bigelow', Dean of the Boston Law School: 

I remember Mr, Bigelow fli.st in the old library, in the old court-house 
[of Bo.stoii], which was at that particular moment [Autirmn of 1872] chiefly 
occitpiod by three romarhable men, by no mean.s the least of whom was 
Bigelow himself. One of these was Oliver Wendell Ilolme.s, who was then 
oditing Kent; another was Nicholas Saint John Green, who was then lectur- 
ing in the Harvard Law School on Torts, and, by the way of parenthesis, 
1 may .say that thatr Green, I itevor li.stened to a greater lecturer. . , . 

Mr. Bigelosv vva.s great oir the subject of the growth, or the evolution 
of a theory, or of an idea.'’'* 


Torts was given for the first time as a separate branch of the 
law when Green lectured at the Harvard Law School (1870- 
1873 ) . He prepared an abridged edition of Addison on Torts with 
notes for use as a text. This called forth the famous statement by 
Holmes in the American Law Review: “We are inclined to think 
that Torts is not the proper subject for a law book.” Evidently 
there was too much a priori metaphysical ethics in the theory of 
criminal law and torts to suit Holmes's positivistic mind at the 
time. Holmes changed his mind a few years later in his Lowell 
Lectures on the common law and did treat torts as a proper sub- 
ject for a law book. Thus Green, along with Bigelow, Wright and 
J. Stephen, seems to have had a share in Hohnes’s adoption of the 
external standard of public morality accepted at a given time as 
against the intuitive and metaphysical ethics of the Scottish and 
German schools. Wright, in the Nation^^ had attacked McCosh’s 
intuitionism and the a priorism of German Darwinism. Moreover, 
Wright like Green checked the excessive claims of the analytical 
and historical schools of jurisprudence while doing justice to the 
conlrrbrrtions of both. Wright had poirrted out that Austin and 
Maine were dealing with distinct sorts of problems in the law, the 
former with its logical coherency and ideal sanctions and the 
latter with its historical development out of half-instinctive, half- 
traditional interests, that is, out of the primary morals which are 
not the products of legislation. When Maine in his Early History 
of Institutions ( 1875) complains that Austin does not treat “sover- 
eignty” historically, he falls into the eiTor, Wright properly indi- 
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cates,'*'* “which at the present time is common enough, of con- 
founding the province of history and of logic.” Now this view of 
Wright’s — which is the same as Green’s— that such ethical prin- 
ciples as the “greatest good for the greatest number” are practical 
ideals to guide the legislator but are not intended to .serve as c.x- 
pknations of the historical growth of laws and morals, is precisely 
what Justice Holmes expresses in his praise of Moiris 11, Ciohtm’s 
“excellent aiticle, ‘History versus V’alue’"; “For the last thirty 
years [1885-1915] we have been preoccupied with the embryol- 
ogy of legal ideas; and explanations, which, when I was in college, 
meant a reference to final causes, later came to mean tracing origin 
and growth. But fashion is as potent in the intellectual world as 
elsewhere, and there are signs of an inevitable reaction.” 

The reaction, however, that Holmes favored was not in the 
direction of Cohen’s semiplatonic conception of truth and justice, 
but in a return to tire more dynanric dualism of Wright’s and 
Green’s empirical discriminatioir of ideals from historical facts. 
Logical stages of evolution permeated by £nal causes oversimplify 
tire embryology of the law. “We want reasons more than life 
history , . . By the time a proposition becomes generally articu- 
late it ceases to be true — because things change about as fast as 
they are realized.” '*- Since men generally believe what they want 
to believe, absolute ideals of conduct and the absolute truth 
neither justify nor explain the making of laws which adapt men 
to their conflictirrg arrd changing needs. Gveerr’s legal reflections, 
attemptirrg to do jirstice to both tire logical and ovohrliormry 
aspects of the law as an instnunent in the service of social needs, 
are in line with the kind of functional ihinkiirg or logifrt ulens 
which was being fonrrulatcd in tnoix* general, philosophical terms 
by Peirce in logic, by James in psychology, and by Holrne.s in the 
law. 



CHAPTER EIGHT 


Evolutionary Pragmatism in Holmes’s 
Theory of the Law 

Unless wc pcdiintically and unhistorically reserve the ancient 
name “philosopher” lor systcm-liuilders or academic professors of 
philosophy, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., is certainly a philosopher 
in his own right. Many a tril^ute has been paid to his philosophical 
addresses and writings by those who knew and admired liim as a 
lawyer and judge deeply concerned about the larger ramifications 
of his calhng. His coirespondence with professional philosophers, 
William James, Max C. Otto, and Moriis R. Cohen, as well as with 
legal scholais, Sir Frederick Pollock, Harold J. Lasld, and others, 
leaves no doubt that he sought and formulated for himself an- 
swers to the perennial questions of philosophy: What is truth? 
What is man’s place in the cosmos? What is the summum bonum, 
and how is it related to the evolution of law? Is tliere any evi- 
dence of purpose in e\'olution which might be “squeaked” out if 
we “twisted the tail of the cosmos” witli a sufficiently powerful 
metaphysical pull? 

Plolmes, like James, abhon-cd traditional systems of static 
law and absolutistic metaphysics. New England’s Platonism he 
learned early to ^'iew with skepticism; witness, his youthful criti- 
cal essay on Plato’s Republic^ which he showed to Emerson and 
wliich provoked the seer’s comment: “When you strike at a King, 
you must kill him.” The great progress of mid nineteenth-cen- 
tury science was at the bottom of Holmes’s skepticism of meta- 
physical absolutism. Pie did not have to read Helmholtz on 
the conserv'ation of energy, Darwin on the origin of species, 
Spencer on cosmic evolution — ^lie tells us he did read Buckle — 
for the ideas contained in these epoch-making works were “in the 
air” during Holmes’s college days. Discussion of these important 
scientific ideas was frequent in his talks with his British friends, 
Leslie and Fitzjames Stephen, and Frederick Pollock, as well as 
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witli his brilliant Hai-vard companions, including the members of 
Peirce’s Metaphysical Club and other clubs in Boston to which he, 
William James, and John Chipman Gray belonged. 

Morris 11. Cohen, in one of the many letters that passed be- 
tween him and Holmes from 1915 to 1934, impiired (in 1919) 
whether the reading of Voltaire had had any direct influence! in 
producing Holmes’s .skepticism. Holmes’s reply was: 

Oh no — it was not Voltaire — it was the in(l\u'nct! ot the seientille way 
of looking at the wovkl — that made tlie ch.mge to which I iclerred. My 
father vva.s bi ought up scientifically — i.e, he .studied meflieine in Friiiiee — 
and I was not. Yet there was with him as with tluJ re.st of his geneiatiiiri 
a certain softnc.'.-s ol attitude towaid the inteistitial miracle — the phe- 
nomenon without phenomenal antecedents, that I did not feel. The difference 
was in the air, although perhajrs only the few of rny time felt it. The Origin 
of Species I think came out while I was in college — 11. Spencer had an- 
nounced his intention to put the universe into our pockets — I liadn't read 
either of them to be sure, but as I say it was in the air. I did read Buckle — 
now almost forgotten — but making a noise in his day, but I could refer to 
no book as die specific cause — I have never lead Voltaire and probably at 
that time had read nothing. Emerson and Euskin were tlie men that set me 
on fire. Probably a sceptical temperament that I got from my mother had 
something to do with my way of thinking. Then I was in with the abolition- 
ists, some or many of whom were sceptics ns well as dogmatists. But I think 
science was at the bottom. Of course my father was by no means oithodo.r, 
but like odier even lax Unitarians, there were (pestions that he didn’t like to 
have asked — and he always .spoke of keeping his mind open on matter.s like 
spiritualism or whether Bacon wrote Shakespeare — so that when I wanted to 
be disagreeable I told him that he straddled, in order to be able to say, what- 
ever might be accepted, welt I always have recognized, etc. which was not 
just OH his part,* 

The cla.sh between father and .sou may be regiirded ius .sym- 
bolic of the? impact on New Eiigland’.s tran.scendentali.sm of tlie 
po.sitivi.sm encouraged by the new theorie.s of phy.sie.s and biology. 
The older Holmes at times argued with poetic eloquence agaimst 
the extension of the mechanical conception (w'hich he ucceptfid 
fully for the material world of .science) to the rt'alm of moral 
freedom and spirit. Tlie autocrat of the breakfast table taught his 
medical students that mechanical force — the bis oiofi. of Descartes, 
Leibnitz, and Helmboltz-— “is only the name for the int'ompre- 
hensible cause of certain changes known to our con.scion.sne.ss, and 
assumed to be outside of it. For me it is the Deity himself in ac- 
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tion.”** Young Holmes regarded vis viva or the conservation of 
energy as in no need of divine concurrence. Even during his Civil 
War campaign he found time to taunt his father witli a mathe- 
matical puzzle that would prove 1 -j- 1 = 3: two Boscovitchian 
points of foico generate a tlrird at their center of gravity.'^ In his 
diaries of 1866 and 1867 while traveling in Europe, and in his 
letters to William James, Holmes often refers to vis viva.^' The 
great progress of the physical and social sciences in Holmes’s 
youth, including the works of Darwin, Buckle, Comte, Maine, 
Bain, Mill, ct aiionim, prepared the way for his predictive theory 
of law. 

While the elder Holmes and Asa Gray did defend Darwin 
against Agassiz at the Saturday Club, they refused to admit philo- 
sophically any conflict between Darwin and their own Unitarian 
faith in the ultimate hannony of science and religion. Not so with 
young Holmes, who seems to have followed the more skeptical 
positivism of Chauncey Wright’s defense of Darwin. About fifty 
years after the death of Wright (1875), we find Hohnes on three 
occasions referring to Wright with full approval: “Chauncey 
Wright, a nearly forgotten philosopher of real merit, taught me 
when yormg that I must not say necessary about the universe, 
that we don’t know whetlier anything is necessary or not. I believe 
that we can het on the behavior of the universe in its contact with 
us. So describe myself as a bet-abilitarian.” ® 

This skeptical antimetaphysical view of necessity which 
Holmes learnt from Wright safeguarded him from espousing the 
theistic and cosmic evolutionism of Fiske and Peirce. An evolution- 
ary and pragmatic empiricism furnished the philosophical sub- 
stance of Holmes’s theory of history and law which makes a sharp 
break with German dialectical formalism — “a syllogism can’t wag 
its tail” — and the classical doctrine of natural law. Tire linkage of 
Holmes with tire Metaphysical Club lies in the fact that Wright’s 
arguments for the ethical neutrality of science and evolution ap- 
pear in scarcely modified form in Holmes’s separation of ethical 
ideals from the science of law, which uses only external standards 
of social expediency and the pubhe force. Both Wright and 
Holmes rejected Peirce’s and Fiske’s evolutionary theology and 
James’s will to believe as sophisticated forms of wishful thinking. 

It was a natural thing for Hohnes to admire the positivistic 



Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. 175 

ideas of Wright and Green. Both were emancipated from theol- 
ogy and a priori metaphysics in their di.scussions of the funda- 
mental problems and methods of the natural and social sciences, 
and Holmes saw in their secular naturalism and utilitarian ethics 
the path of enlightenment in the growth of the law. With Ch'cen 
and Wright, Holmes accepted the utilitarianism of Bentham and 
Mill alongside of the nineteenth-century evolutionary historicism 
of E. B. Tylor and Sir Henry Maine. Ilolmcs took the analytic 
method of pre-Darwinian Engli.sh jrosilivislie thinkers and tins 
comparative genetic method of evolution as furnishing the twin 
keys to law as an evolving institution and as an anthropological 
document for the science of jurisprudence. 

Sir Henry Maine regarded competition as “the regulated 
private war of ancient society broken up into undistinguishable 
atoms.” ’’ The study of the customs of primitive man was far from 
revealing anything like the brotherhood or equality of men 
preached by refonners. E. B. Tylor had concluded his two- 
volume study of Primitive Culture (1871) with an admonition 
that antliropology was essentially “a reformer’s science.” There 
was so much to clear away in social institutions of the accumu- 
lated “suiwivals” of ancient custom, ritual, myth, and superstition, 
residues of evolutionary stages in the development of civilization. 
Sir Henry Maine had argued a decade earlier that the investiga- 
tion into the origin and growth of social and juridical institutions 
and conceptions would throw a great deal of light on the present 
social mechanism. And as one important consequence of the now' 
comparative method of anthropological inquiry, Maine bedieved 
that "some celebrated ma.Kims of public policy and private con- 
duct, which contain at mo.st a portion of truth, might be revised 
and corrected.” When Maine cited as an illustration of .such 
maxims the Benthamite principle of the gre-att'st liappinc.ss for the 
greatest number, Wright came out against any ajiplication of 
evolutionaiy method that might coufu.se the role of hi.storical 
theory with drat of practical ethics. Wright remarked of i\faine’.s 
work that “a stronger plea for the value of abstract studies in a 
practical community like our own, trying to work out salvation by 
democracy and equality, could hardly be made.” ® 

Hohnes also showed the same naturalistic, evolutionary atti- 
tude to the. relation of logic to lasv as appears in the following 
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reflections of Wright concerning the wisdom of legislating eu- 
genic mairiages; 

Reason, m ratliei the analytic reason, is but a lude guide of life, there 
can be but little positiLO uisdom in any system of laws; and the happiness 
of life in minutiae depends upon vciy much that is not common m oui 
judgments, oi laid down in any defined wisdom, these are not competent 
to deal with such questions . . . 

No lawgivf'is, no piivate coimsellois, aie at all equal to the subtle 
skill (if nature, shown in the suivival of the fittest, which, though a lough 
loinody loi evils that wisdom, il it existed, might foiestall, is one which 
wisdom lias not yet equalled. 'The ancient state of Spaita, whose lawgivcis 
uiideitook to do the woik of natiiie in selection, peiished in consequence.*’ 

Holmes shared with Wright an Emersonian conception of 
a wisdom in natuie’s evolutionary piocesses, even when they ap- 
pear to be most mthless in eliminating tlie unfit. Holmes, and 
Wiight also, arc skeptical of the power of analytic reason to over- 
come the strength of the unreasoning mass of the public’s will and 
emotions. In so far as the law embodies the historical expression 
of such will and impulses as the public force imposes on those 
who violate the law, “the life of the law is not logic but experi- 
ence’V^' namely, the massive, accumulated historical experience 
of men who carry on the evolutionary process in the competition 
of the market place. Wright’s view of the economic side of the 
class stinggle for suivival in society probably influenced Holmes, 
who lived through sixty years more of the growing industrial 
strife of our modem United States. For we have seen that Wiight 
was not alanned about the revolution of the Paris Commune. He 
defended the right of private property to legal protection so long 
a.s it perfonned the publicly useful function of production, and he 
condemned its abuse by unproductive and prejudiced aristoc- 
racies who resort to “legalized robbery.” Plolmes regularly ar- 
gued again.st adopting a socialistic program which ignored the 
cost of a revolutionary overthrow of the system of private prop- 
erty. Capitalism for Holmes did in its evolution increase the sum 
of consumer’s goods, for the figures showed a greater public 
distribution of these goods. Holmes went so far, however, as to 
say that if the public mind ever evolved to the point where it 
wanted socialism, he would vote and fight legally against it, hut 
would accept it only if the public force prevailed in a majority 
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show of strength. The “social Darwinism” of Holmes appeared in 
his Malthusian critique of socialism: “1 believe that Malthus was 
right in his fundamental notion, and that is as far as we have got 
or are likely to get in my day. Every society is founded on the 
death of men ... I shall think socialism begins to be entitled to 
serious treatment when and not before it takes life in hand and 
prevents the continuance of the unfit.” “ He certainly suppcjrted 
the growing control of big busine.ss by governmeiit in the Lochner 
case: “The Eourtoenth Arncndnient do('s not enact the principle's 
of Spencer’s Social StaLics.” Twentieth-century liht'rals like 
Justice Frankfurter saw iii Holmes’s early dissenting opinions the 
historical germs of the laws that grew into some of the later social 
legislation of the New Deal. 

Wright had cautiously issued a rationally pragmatic warning 
to remember the Delphic oracle to those whose lives arc predomi- 
nantly practical and executive: “Know first, and act only on real 
knowledge; beware of opinion.” There is the same skeptical cau- 
tiousness in Holmes, who regarded the law as a prophecy of the 
way the public force, as expressed by the courts, woidd exert itself 
against diose who wished to change prevailing custom as well as 
against those who resisted changes demanded by public need. 
There seems to be a paradox in Holmes s enlightened skepticism 
toward social policy, for it leads to conservatism when the 
changes are resisted, and to radicalism when the piddic’s chang- 
ing demands override established policy. Holmes’s predictive 
theory of the law as “what the courts will do in fact” does not 
resolve the paradox, because it is nt'utral, a.s a logical principle 
should be, with respect to what sort of policy the legislature and 
the courts should want to have enforced. On the' whok', however, 
Holmes inherited that form of .social evolutionism which favored 
gradual rather than revolutionary change. Change for the bettt'r 
is best attained by free trade in idea.s. Though the social test of 
truth is the evolutionary power of thought to get itself accepted in 
the competition of the market, it is still trutli rather than blind 
willful seeking after power which funiishes the only safe ground 
upon which men’s wishes ean in the long run bo carried out. That, 
at any rate, was Holmes’s theory of our Constitution: “It is an 
experiment as all life is an experiment," Hcuce its interpretation 
is subject to continual revision in diverse historical context.s. 
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Holmes’s classical sentence, “The life of the law has not been 
logic: it has been experience” is not a repudiation of reason, but a 
historical statement best understood in the evolutionary context 
of the 1870’s. What Holmes meant by “logic” is clearly stated in 
the two sentences preceding the one just quoted from the first 
paragraph of his great work. The Common Lam; logic is one of 
the tools needed to obtain a general view of the common law: “To 
accomplish the task, other tools are needed besides logic. It is 
something to show that the consistency of a system requires a 
partienhir re.sult, hut it is not all.” Now every student of logic 
knows that a true empijical generalizatiorr requires more than 
logical consistoiiey, though it cannot dispense with it. What 
Holmes wished to drive home was not this elementary logical 
truism, that empirical premises are required for empirical gener- 
ahzations, but the kind of “experience” that makes up the sub- 
stance of the law: “The fell necessities of the time, the prevalent 
nroral and political theories, intuitions of public policy, avowed or 
unconscious, even the prejudices which judges share with their 
fellow-men. have had a good deal more to do than the syllogism 
in determining the rules by which men should be governed.” The 
evolutionary and pragmatic empiricism of Holmes appears clearly 
in the rest of the paragraph: 

The law embodies the story of a nation’s development through many 
centuries, and it cannot be dealt with as if it contained only the axioms and 
corollaries of a book of mathematics. In oider to know what it is, we must 
know w'hat it has been, and what it tends to become. We must alternately 
consult history and existing theories of legislation. But the most difficult 
labor will be to understand the combination of the two into new products 
at every stage. The substance of the law at any given time pretty nearly 
corresponds, so hu as it goes, with what is then understood to be con- 
venient; but its form and machineiy, and the degree to wliich it is able 
to work out desiied results, depend very much upon its past.^'i 

Holmc.s’.s evolutionary empiricksm is pragmatic because, like 
Wright and Green, he regarded the history and theory of the law 
as instnmienlal in understanding and revising it as an evolving 
institution: ‘T shall use the history of our law so far as it is nece.s- 
sary to explain a conception or to interpret a rule, but no further 
. . . The study ... is necessary botlr for the knowledge and 
for die revision of the law.” 
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A leading illustration of his evolutionary approach to the 
common law appears in his theory of early forms of civil and crimi- 
nal liability, the first of the dozen Lowell Lectures that went into 
tire writing of his major opus. In that first chapter Holmes shows, 
after a study of the old fonns of legal procedure in the Itoinan law 
and Gei-man customs and their English offspring, that the main 
ground of the law was the primitive desire of r'cngeance or re- 
taliation against an offending thing, animate or iiuuiituate. An ox 
that injures a person was stoned or surrendered to the injured 
or his relatives, and a similar fate awaited a slave; imdi'r the law 
of the Twelve Tables, an insolvent debtor eotdd be cut up and 
his body divided among his creditors.^” 

It will readily be imagined that such a system as has been described 
could not last when civilization had advanced to any coD.siderable height 
. , . Masters became personally liable for certain wrongs c(3mmitted by their 
slaves with their knowledge, where previously they were only bound to 
suirender the slave . , . Still later, ship-owners and innkeepers were made 
liable as if they were wrong-doers, for wrongs committed by those in their 
employ on board ship or in the tavern, although of course committed with- 
out their knowledge.^'’' 

The evolution of the laws of liability is explained by 

considerations of what is expedient for the communit)' concerned. Every 
important principle which is developed by litigation is in fact and at bottom 
the residt of more or less definitely undeistood views of public policy; most 
generally, to be sure, under our practice and traditions, the unconscious 
result of instinctive preferences and inarlicidate convictions, but noiio the 
less traceable to views of public policy in the last analysis.'*^ 

Ignoring the evolutionary and social function of the law', ‘‘the 
official theory is that each new decision follows syllogistically 
from e.\isUng precedents. But just as the clavicle in the cat only 
tolls us of the existence of some earlier creature to which a collar- 
bone was useful, precedents survive in the law' long after the u.st: 
they once served is at an end and the reason for them ha.s been 
forgotten,” 

In Holmes’s realistic and evolutionary conception of the com- 
mon law there is admittedly a brute element of force in the ex- 
ternal standards of the law. Force and externality enter into the 
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struggle for existence. Peirce put them in his category of Second- 
ness, but Holmes had little use for Peirce’s metaphysical cate- 
gories, The use of force by the law is, like any act, neither good 
nor bad per se,"“ but becomes so in an external relation to pubhc 
needs and welfare; “The pohce power extends to all the great 
public needs. It may be put forth in aid of what is sanctioned by 
usage, or held by the prevailing morality or the strong and pre- 
ponderant opinion to be greatly and immediately necessary to 
the public welfare.” 

Tn his account of the criminal law, Holmes starts with the 
Benthamite recognition of the desire for vengeance, expressed 
by Sir James Stephen; “The criminal law stands to the passion 
for revenge in much the same relation as maiTiage to the sexual 
appetite.” What Holmes proceeds to show is tliat the law has 
evolved from personal desire for vengeance to the more objective 
need of public safety. The external standard of the law looks only 
to the consequences of an act hiutful to society rather than to a 
man’s peisonal morality or to the state of his consciousness on the 
matter. Under the external standard of the law a man acts always 
at his peril if he fails to conform to what is generally expected of 
the average pmdent person. 

The standards of the law are standards of general application. The 
law takes no account at the infinite varieties of temperament, intellect, and 
education uhich make the internal character of a given act so different in 
different men. It does not attempt to see men as God sees them, for more 
than one .sufficient leason. In the first place, the impossibility of nicely 
measuring a man’s powers and limitations is far clearer than that of ascer- 
taining his knowledge of law, which has been thought to account for what 
is called the pie.sumption that every man knows the law. But a more satis- 
factory e.xpIanation is, that, when men live in society, a certain aveiage of 
conduct, a sacrifice of individual peculiarities going beyond a certain point, 
is necessary to the geneial welfaie.^^ 

Even intention to deceive or defraud must be proved in 
court to have induced action on the faith of tlie representation, 
so that Holmes does not differ from Bentham in using the objec- 
tive test of tangible public consequences in both the civil and 
criminal law.“^ 

The tendency of a given act to cause harm under ^ven circumstances 
must be determined by experience. And experience either at first hand or 
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through the voice of tlic jury is continually working out concrete rules, 
which in form aie still more external and still more remote from a reference 
to the moral condition of the defendant, than even tlie test of the prudent 
man which makes the first stage of the division between law and morals. 
It docs this in the domain of wrongs described as intentional, as system- 
atically as in those styled unintentional or negligent."'’ 

Holmes seems to hedge when he adds; “But while the law 
is thus continually adding to its specific rules, it does nut adopt 
the coarse and impolitic principle that ;t man acts always at his 
peril.” The point is that judges and juries consider it relevant to 
know whether the defeiKlanl had a fair chance of avoiding the 
infliction of harm before he becomes an.swerahle for the conse- 
quences. Now “a fair chance” and “answerability” are matters 
pragmatically judged by average standards and by evolved public 
opinion aiming to preserve society. 

The competent reviewer of Holmes’s book for the Albany 
Law Journal noted that Holmes 

often utilizes his extensive knowledge of the writings of the German jurists 
... In early forms of liability, the author’s account of the development 
of legal liability at common law is given. The method of this essay is mainly 
historical, but the history is not confined to the conception of the common 
law only; it is concerned with the various archaic systems which have 
ultimately blended with the common law. In the succeeding lectures on 
the Criminal Law and on Torts, the author’s method is no longer that of 
the legal historian, but that of the analytical and philosophical jurist. We 
do not know in which character to prefer the author; both are excellent 
in their way.-'' 

Thu.s Holmc.s curly .sliowod llie .same pragmatic balance 
between the historical and analytical approaches to human evolu- 
tion which we hav'c already found to be chai’acteristic of Wright’s, 
Green’s, and Warner’s® thinking. Holmes seems to have revealed 
diis best in his lectures on contract,”'* in which he traced the his- 
torical development of the laws of contract in order to .show that 
some features formerly considered es.scntial to a perfect contract 
have since become iionessenlials; for example, the verbal ceremo- 
nial Spondes P Spondco, etc. of the Roman law. Such formalities 
served the practical purpose of identifying and solemnizing agree- 
* See Appendix G for Warner's review of Holmes’s meduxl in The Common 


Law. 
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mcnts that incur legal obligations, but we have other ways 
(notaries’ seal) for performing the same function today. The prog- 
ress of “our scientific jurists,” our legal reviewer concludes, is 
exemplified by tire evolutionary approach of Holmes; 

In the chapter on contract. Professor Holmes has continued a series 
of scientific oh.seivations which were first brought forward by Sir Pleniy 
Maine, and subsequently applied definitely to the common law of contract 
by Mr. Frederick Pollock and other writens. The loctirres by Profes.sor 
Holmes ari! the conrpleinent of the works of the authors named.-'* 

Evidc'iiLly what made Holmes’s work “scientific” was his evolu- 
tionary approach to the law and his positivistic separation of the 
law from ethics and metaphysics. Holmes approved Dr. Wu’s idea 
that “Jiiri.sprudence deals with the psychology of the average” 
rather than with transcendental norms. 

In accordance with his bet-abilitarianism, Holmes regarded 
the essential feature of a contract to be the assumption of a risk 
by a promisor that a certain future event will come about, involv- 
ing a promisee who has a right to sue for damages if the event 
does not come about. Holmes’s theory is to be contrasted with the 
German metaphysical theories of contract ( in Kant, Hegel, Jher- 
ing) as a meeting of transcendental wills endowed mystically 
with inherent rights and duties relating to ethical reason: 

Nowhere is the confusion between legal and moral ideas more man- 
ifest than in the law of contract. Among other things, here again the so- 
called piimar)' rights and duties are invested with a mystic significance 
beyond what can be assigned and explained. The duty to keep a contract 
at common law means a prediction that yon must pay damages if you do 
not keep it — and nothing else. If you commit a tort, you are liable to pay 
a compensating sum. If you commit a contract, you are liable to pay a 
Compensatory .sum unless the promised event come to pass, and that is all 
the difference. But such a mode of looking at the matter stinks in the nostrils 
of those who think it advantageous to get as much ethics into the law as they 
can.®** 


In this Slime essay Holmes stated most clearly his definition 
of the law; 

The prophecies of what the courts will do in fact, and nothing more 
pretentiems, are what I mean by the law . . . The object of our study, then. 
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is prediction, the prediction of the incidence of the puhlic force through 
the instnimentality of the courts. The means of the study are a body of 
reports, of treati.scs, and of statutes, in this country and in England, ex- 
tending back for six hundred years, and now increasing anrm.illy by hun- 
dreds. In those sibylline leaves aie gathered the .scattered piophecies of 
the past upon the cases in which the axe will fall. These aie wlut properly 
have been called the oracles of the law. Far the most important and pu'tty 
nearly the whole meaning of every new effort of Icg.il thought is to rnake 
these prophecies moio precise, and to gcnerali/<‘ tlicin into a thoionghly 
connected .system. '*1 

Holme.s w;is not an ethical nihilist. lie simply (lisliiipiishcd 
between what the law ought to be timl what it is. He wi.shed to 
be realistic about the difl'ercnco between privaLt' nuiral preftn- 
encos and the more powerful force of public opinitm and custom 
embodied in the law. When, for example, the nation is in danger 
of attack by another nation and congress votes military conscrip- 
tion, “we march up a conscript with bayonets behind to die for 
a cause he doesn’t believe in. And I feel no scruple.s about it. Our 
morality seems to me only a check on the ultimate domination of 
force, just as our pohteness is a check on the impulse of ewery pig 
to put his feet in the trough.” 

The aesthetic standards of personal morality — Holmes cer- 
tainly bristled with these — often conflict with the larger evolu- 
tionaiy movement of the law governed by the c.xternal standard 
of “the circumstances in which the public force will be brought 
to hear upon a man through the Courts,” for “no society has 
ever admitted that it could not sacrifice individvial welfare to its 
own existence.” For Holmes, there is no Hegelian eniljodiment 
of divine reason in the slate or law. “The common law is not a 
brooding omnipresence in the sky ... It always is the law ot 
some state,” 

The law, as air es'olviug organic institution, disclosing in its 
history' "every painful step and world-shaking contest by which 
mankind has fought and worked its way from sawige isolation to 
organic social life," must turn as a calling of tliinkers to scierrUfle 
data and methods. Tliese alone can establish fjueslions of fact or 
the relative worth of conflicting claims by calculating the cost and 
effects of tlieir realizations. The practitioner of law needs to know 
no more of the history^ of law than he can utilize; for example, the 
American lawyer will not find the Roman law as relevant to the 
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existing legal system in the United Slates as the continental 
lawyer will. However, for Holmes, this practical consideration 
docs not impugn the value of the scholarly investigation of the 
history of law for its own interest as an anthropological study. 

Since “the first recjuirement of a sound body of law is that 
it should con-espond with the actual feelings and demands of the 
community, whether right or wrong,” the education of the pub- 
lic and the introduction of new customs molded by that education 
arc prcretjnisite for the reform of the law. That may be one of 
the rt'asons why Montesquieu’s Spirit o/ Laios was a great favorite 
classic of Holmes. 

The practical teachings of experience tend to settle down 
into niles of law, regardless of moral predilections' or the preva- 
lence of a certain ideal or theory of government or society. “Law, 
being a practical thing, must found itself on actual forces.” 
For instance, man like the domestic dog instinctively will not 
allow himself to be dispossessed of what he holds.®® But this 
individualistic propensity runs afoul of the tendency of public 
policy to ignore the individual’s private desires. The law drrough 
its external standards of what society expects of an individual’s 
conduct does limit the freedom of individuals. A practical joker 
cannot yell “Fire,” in a crowded theater and claim the protection 
of the constitutional right of free speech. And in war time, we 
must curtail some of the so-called inalienable rights of man ; Debs 
was not to be condoned for interfering with military recruiting; 
though in peacetime pacifists have a right to be heard. It is the 
clear and present danger to the public interest that determines 
or should determine the limits of civil liberties. 

It i.s not within my purpose or competence to add to tlie 
large literature on Holmes’s legal opinions. I have tried only to 
exhume some of the ideas of the philosopher “touched with fire” 
in order to discern what evolutionism and pragmatism meant in 
the life of the law as he viewed it. Though no consistent system of 
ideas can he properly imputed to Holmes in his delightfully 
worded aphorisms about truth, the cosmos, or social ethics, there 
is plainly discernible in him an empii'icism that is grounded in 
man’s biological struggle for existence as well as in historical wai*- 
fare and competition.'*" There is in him a realism that advocated 
the thinking of things and not mere words. There is an eii- 
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lightened skepticism which led him to distrust the will-to-helieve 
doctrine o£ his more tender-minded college companion, William 
James. 

I regard the will to believe as of a piece with the insistence on the 
discontinuity of the universe which Bill James shares with Cardinal New- 
man and which I suspect as induced by the wish to leave room for the 
interstitial miracle. When we were in our 20’s, W. James said to me (in 
substance) that spiritualism was the last chance to spiritualize or idealize 
the world. I then and ever since have regarded that as a carnal and super- 
ficial view. As to the will to believe why may we not ask on what ground 
it is recommended except some assumed can’t help to which we all must 
yield — Otherwise why would it not be a sufficient answer to say I don’t 
want to? 

There is a tough-minded faith in the dependability of an 
ethically neutral scientific approach to social questions which 
accompanies liis liberal hope for reform by the free trade of ideas. 
There is tire poet of the class of 1861 who warns law students 
that the law is a calling for thinkers, not for poets or artists. 
There is the historian of the common law who tells these students 
that historical continuity with the past is not a duty but only a 
necessity. Finally, there is still in Holmes the Puritan sense of our 
ultimate dependency on a transcendental power of which we are 
the instmment and which, above all our frustrated aspirations, 
urges us to go down among men and work. 

It was die influence of the progress of science amid the grim 
realities of the Civil War that turned Holmes away from the 
evolutionary dieism of Peirce and Fiske and from die will-to- 
believe spiritualism of James. His predictive theory of the law 
and its amoral external standards became incorporated in John 
Dewey’s more general theory of value judgments as hypotheses 
that require testing by their social consequences.'*''* Plolmes’s 
pragmatism is less Hegelian than Dewey’s, and on questions of 
ultimate ethical ends, less instrumental. Neither Dewey’s empha- 
sis on technology nor James’s moralism appealed to the rugged 
Holmes of simple taste, content with the barbeiTy bushes and 
granite rocks of his New England youth. “I do not believe that 
the justification of science and philosophy is to be found in im- 
proved machinery and good conduct. Science and philosophy are 
themselves necessaries of life. By producing them civilization 
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sufficiently accounts for itself, if it were not absurd to call the in- 
evitable to account.” Holmes said this in a speech to the Yale 
alumni in 1891, the year after James’s Principles of Fsychologij 
had appeared with its instrumentalist theory of reasoning. He 
quoted it again in 1920 in his correspondence with Professor 
M. R. Cohen. Professor Cohen in replying also objected to James’s 
psychologism, but took the line of Peirce’s “logical pragmatism”; 

My agi'ccinent with pragmatism extends to the main point made by 
Peirce, viz, that the way to make o)ir ideas clear is to examine their possible 
con.sc(iucnco.s, or in technical language, all their possible implications. It is 
an attempt to extend the experimental method to the handling of ideas, and 
very fruitful if used logically, for the essence of intellectual liberality con- 
sists in the realization that what is familiar to us is only one of a number of 
possibilities. Logical pragmatism as a method of exploring the field of logical 
possibilities is, therefore, of the highest value. This aspect, however, has not 
been developed by James or Dewey because they are not interested in 
logic and metaphysics but only in psychology.'*^ 

This is a rather harsh judgment of James and Dewey, over- 
looking their liberalism because they did not take to Cohen’s own 
semi-Platonic view of logical possibilities. Neither did Holmes, 
who is closer to Dewey than would appear from Cohen’s sharp 
separation of the evolutionary and logical aspects of thought. 
Confirmation of the kinship between Holmes’s and Dewey’s philo- 
sophical attitudes is found in the letters of Holmes to his young 
confidant and admirer. Dr. Wu, student of law and philosophy, 
who asked Plolmes whether Dewey’s Experience and Nature did 
not express Holmes’s way of thinlcing; Plolmes rephed: 

Pursuant to your recommendation I sent for Dewey’s Experience and 
Nature and am reading it. It makes on me an impression like Walt Whit- 
man, of being symphonic, and of having more life and experience in his 
head than most writers, philosophers or others. He writes badly and creates 
more difficulty by his style than by his thought. I could not give a synopsis 
of what I have read, yet I have felt agreement and delight even when I got 
only an impression that I could not expre.ss. I agree with you that he is a big 
fellow and I expect to believe when I have finished it as I do now that the 
book is a great book.'*® 

More than a year later. Holmes confessed to Wu that he 
had read Dewey’s book twice: “I thought it great. It seemed to 
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me to feel the universe more inwardly and profoundly than any 
book I loiow, at least any book in philosophy.” And six montlis 
after, Holmes repeated to Wu tliat Dewey “has the same feeling 
I have about the universe.” 

Dewey’s logical theory is in complete agreement with 
Holmes’s view tliat “tlrinldng is an instrument of adjustment to 
the conditions of hfe — but it becomes an end in itself.” In otlier 
words, thought evolves from being an instmment for biological 
survival to becoming the flower and fruit of a civilization. This 
Aristotelian theory of thought was developed by Santayana in his 
Life of Reason, of which Holmes said; “His [Santayana’s] skepti- 
cisms seem all right, his dogmatisms comic — his total not quite 
charming and yet nearer to my way of thinking (I guess) tlian 
either of his former associates [James and Royce].” '‘® 

Thought is neither merely an instrument nor merely a termi- 
nal act. It is in relation to evolutionary processes that it serves as 
an instrument, but with the increase of leisure and freedom, 
tliinlcmg acquires satisfactions of its own nr art, science, and 
philosophy. Holmes, master of similes, suggests pictming thought 
as a strawberry plant sending out shoots first to preserve itself, 
tlien to sprout into plants of its own. The important conditiorr is 
freedom to grow and reach out for the air and sunshine. So think- 
ing as a practical means of living and as a source of intrinsic 
satisfactions requires freedom of inquiry to reach out for the 
truth which alone can make men free. 

Still, it cannot be said that Holmes’s evolutionary aird prag- 
matic conception of truth was consistently expressed. He oscil- 
lates, with equally briUiant eloquence at both extremes, between 
an individualist, subjective theory and a social, objective one. On 
the one hand. Holmes says, "My ultimate test of truth ... is that 
I cant help believiirg so and so. I have learued by experience 
that this test is not infalhble.” On the other hand, truth is what 
gets accepted in the competition of ideas in the social arena. In 
the former, subjective view, necessity is not completely abolished; 
it is simply transferred to the inner world of felt need. Now why 
should one’s present feeling of what can’t be helped be taken as 
ipso facto true or necessary? Self-deception is the commonest of 
human foibles. In science, and Hohnes accepts science as the 
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most trastwoi'tliy means of getting at truth in law as well as in 
nature, there is no such criterion of felt necessity. If Newton 
could not help but believe space and time were absolute, that 
subjective fact did not make the absolute theory of space and 
time true, and if a fascist or communist canh help but believe 
social problems must be solved according to the dictates of his 
party leaders, that psychological compulsion does not justify their 
programs, To say, as Holmes did, that “can’t help” but believe 
means “truth to me” does not di.spose of the problem of how tiaith 
can also be what gets accepted in the competition among people’s 
ideas of Irulh to ihem, unless it is to be sheer strength in suppress- 
ing all criticism and opposition that constitutes truth. The great 
dissenter did not advocate such antidemocratic suppression of 
ideas, though much of his evolutionary realism seems to imply 
yielding to the strongest power. Thus there is no consistent posi- 
tion in Holmes as to what constitutes the strongest power: is it 
one’s own feeling of what one can’t help but believe; is it the 
force of social custom and convention, which Hohnes early re- 
garded as more potent than the written law in many cases; or 
finally, is it the cosmic forces of which we are mere infinitesimal 
puppets? All three of these compelling powers, the can’t helps of 
the self, the public force of custom and convention, the cosmos 
in its infinite perspective, received their due and eloquently ca- 
parisoned expression in Holmes’s writings, but he never resolved 
dieir conflicting claims. Nor can these three different grounds of 
truth, the subjective, the social, and the metaphysical, be recon- 
ciled so long as each is made the isolated and exclusive expression 
of scattered literar'y attempts to catch the truth in an arresting 
aphorism painted on a fluttering pennant. Though he had shown 
his logical strength in youthful discussions with William James 
about Kimtianisra and positivism, Holmes had left systematic plii- 
losophy behind him after college and the Civil War, in order to 
embark heroically on the romantic quest of living greatly in the 
law, “to wreak his heart out after the unattainable,” He found 
the world did not give a straw for ideals, but the quest was an ex- 
citing one and its own reward. Besides, he had certainly added 
his philosophical Butter to the otherwise unromantic world of 
legal practice; 
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To the lover of the law ... no less a history will suffice than that of 
die moral life of this race . . . the unfolding panorama of man’s destiny 
upon this earth. Nor will his task be done until, by the farthest stretch of 
human imagination, he has seen with his eyes the birth and growth of 
society, and by the fardiest stretch of reason he has under.stood the philoso- 
phy of its being.®® 



CHAPTER NINE 


The Philosophical Legacy of the 
Founders of Pragmatism 

What philosophical fruit can we cull from our historical 
review of the crossing of arguments about lire interpretation of 
evolution among the members of the Metaphysical Club? Though 
the Club was only an informal gathering of minds of diverse in- 
terests, they were brought together in the university towm of 
Cambridge, Massachusetts during the early 1870’s by a common 
philosophical concern with tire tremendous impact of evolution 
on scientific and social thinking. They applied the Darwinian 
ideas of chance variations and natural selection to a host of 
important questions in logic, physics, psychology, history, juris- 
prudence, and social ethics, and emerged with a new, impoilant 
pragmatic reconstruction of traditional philosophy. They brought 
philosophy down to earth and put it to work on the problems of 
men in the sciences and in the broader cultural changes wrought 
by the applications of scientific ideas and methods. By making 
philosophy a useful instrument in the blazing of new patlrs in the 
pursuit of truth and justice, they put American thought in the 
forefront of intellectual and social progress. Their intellectual re- 
actions to evolution were marked by a farsighted, experimental 
attitude which freed thought from the incubus of theological 
dogma, authoritarianism, and a priori rationalism. In short, as a 
result of tlreir studies American liberalism came to philosophic 
maturity. The common dynamic leitmotiv of their discussions of 
the meaning of evolution for man was their deep respect for the 
inviolable, creative character of individual freedom. 

In the foregoing chapters the individual differences in ac- 
counts and interpretations of evolution show that our American 
pragmatists did not subscribe to a single coherent all-inclusive 
system of reality or history. In this concluding chapter I wash 
to indicate summarily the common features of their method of 
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thinking which constitute their legacy to twentietli-centuiy phi- 
losophy. For this purpose, I shall deliberately overlook their dif- 
ferences. The fruits of evolutionary pragmatism have borne sev- 
eral component ideas as the seeds of pragmatism today. American 
pragmatism has fostered, first, an empirical respect for tire com- 
plexity of existence requiring a plurality of concepts to do justice 
to the diverse problems of mankind in its evolutionary struggles. 
Secondly, it has abandoned the eternal as an absolute frame of 
reference for thought, and emphasized the ineluctable pervasive- 
ness of temporal change in the natures of things. Thirdly, it has 
regarded dre natures of things, as known and appraised by men, 
to be relative to the categories and standards of the minds that 
have evolved modes of knowing and evaluating objects. Fourthly, 
it has insisted on the contingency and precariousness of the 
mind’s interactions with the physical and social environment, so 
that even in the most successful results of hard gained experi- 
mental knowledge, what we attain is fallible. Finally, American 
pragmatism upholds tire democratic freedom of the individual in- 
quirer and appraiser as an indispensable condition for progress 
in the future evolution of science and society. 

Though each of these component principles of pragmatism 
has had a history antedating American philosophy, it is the way 
drey merged and fused togedrer in the thinking of the founders 
of pragmatism that makes then manner of philosophizing so dis- 
tinctive. My brief summary aird analysis of these semiiral prin- 
ciples will be abstracted fronr the richer texts and contexts previ- 
ously coirsidered, but with the primary purpose here of suggesting 
what still fives of the pragmatists’ thinking and its continuity with 
the foundations of the natural and social sciences of our day. 

1 . PLUBAUSTIC EMPIRICISM 

Pluralistic empiricism is dre piecemeal analysis of the di- 
verse issues pertaining to physical, biological, psychological, lin- 
guistic, and social problems which resist resolution by a single 
metaphysical formula. It is the method which Chauncey Wright 
took a leading part in advocating when he defended Darwin’s 
theory of natural selection by a minute analysis of the obserwed 
order and distribution of leaves ai'ound the stem of a plant (phyl- 
lotaxis), and when he argued that dre evolutionary hypothesis 
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did not apply to geology and the cosmic weather of astronomy, 
Wright’s pluralism appeared in the distinctions he made concern- 
ing our scientific, ethical, aesthetic, and religious interests against 
traditional philosophical attempts to fuse them. It is the opera- 
tional method which Charles Peirce showed was the way to make 
our ideas clear: consider what conceivable experimental effects 
the objects of these ideas would have. Experimentation becomes 
a rational method of adapting our ideas to an unlaiown but not 
unknowable environment by transfonning it in relation to our 
needs. It is the heart of William James’s radical empiricism in 
which the fitix of expcricaice or stream of thought is regarded as 
marked by singular, irreducible, and genuinely novel, saltatory 
pulses which cannot be explained away by any single mechanical 
law such as Spencer’s or by a spiritual monism such as Hegel’s. 
It appears even in John Fiske’s positivistic quest for evidence of 
evolution in so many diverse fields: astronomy, geology, embry- 
ology, philology, anthropology, and American history, under- 
neath his Christian faith in the spiritual goal of all evolutionary 
processes. It was the logica utens or analytical tool of the lawyer- 
philosophers, Green and Ploimes, when they took pragmatic 
cognizance of the evolutionary adaptation of the law to social 
changes. 

The increased specialization of the various branches of the 
sciences today requires the use of this piecemeal method of ap- 
proach, which is essentially in accord with Aristotle’s advice to 
adapt method to subject matter. Astronomers, geologists, biolo- 
gists, anthropologists, sociologists, and historians today are wary 
of heginning with a .single a priori scheme of evolution. Only on 
the basis of years of extensive special researches by many biolo- 
gists docs a scientist like Julian Huxley propose a synthesis un- 
der the name of evolution, continuing Darwinian ideas but modi- 
fying them seriously in the light of post-Darwinian empirical 
discoveries. Similar modifications have been made of evolution- 
ary conceptions — always regarded as hypotheses rather than met- 
aphysically binding formulas — ^in tbe study of stars, rocks, minds, 
primitive societies, and modem institutions. 

In contemporary philosophy there are various schools that 
adopt the method of pluralistic empiricism in one form or an- 
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other; pragmatists, critical realists, logical positivists, and the 
British Cambridge school of logical analysts. All these schools are 
disposed to abandon system building and synoptic truth for the 
piecemeal study of the basic concepts, procedures, and language 
of the sciences. They have made much progress in clarifying the 
ideas of truth, causality, probability, meaning, values, and the 
methods of verification and deduction in sciences as well as in . 
everyday reasoning. 

The principle of verifiability as the test of the meaning of 
an idea was advanced by the founders of pragmatism against 
the metaphysical assumptions of empirically unverifiable, un- 
cognizable “realities,” supeinaturally revealed higher or eternal 
truth, and uncritically held common-sense intuitions of the Scot- 
tish school. Our pragmatists held that the materials of human 
Imowledge are provided by experiences originating from the im- 
pact of external objects or from the irrlerrral operations of our 
minds as we reflect on the relations involved. They went beyond 
the “experiential” theory of British sensationalism by advarreing 
an evolutionary conception of objects and of the conceptions used 
to urrderstand them. Their evolutionary empiricism was thus able 
to overcome the static character of experierree entailed by the 
passive ideas, serrsations, or impressions of Locke, Berkeley, or 
Hume. 

Wlrerr James was accused of harboring a view of experience 
that led to subjectivism, he repeatedly irrsisted that experience 
had its external aspects — “ex-peri ence,” he would spell it — and 
that he never intended to deny the realistic impact of “hard data” 
external to our feelings. Though it does not seem that James con- 
sistently worked out a realistic view, there is no doubt that he 
argired effectively agairrst the monistic doctrine of internal rela- 
tions which derries the indeperrdence and plurality of qualities 
and individuals. Jarrres did join Wright and Peirce in advocating 
a “critical common-sense realism,” but they each meant some- 
what diflierent things by that phrase. For Wright, the main task 
of philosophy was to exorcise critically the vagueness of common 
serrse witlrout abandorring all the practical advantages of com- 
morr-sense beliefs. Peirce expressed his critical common-sensism 
as follows: 
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While it is possible that propositions that really are indubitable, for 
the time being, should nevertheless be false, yet in so far as we do not doubt 
a proposition we cannot but regard it as perfectly ti'ue and perfectly cer- 
tain; that while holding certain propositions to be each individually per- 
fectly certain, we may and ought to think it likely that some one of them, 
if not more, is false. This is the doctrine ot Critical Common-sensism, and 
the present pertinency of it is that a pragmaticist, to be consistent, is obliged 
to embrace it.i 

Tho bclicC tluit the earth is stationary was sound common 
sense while there was no astronomical evidence to conflict with 
the deliverance of live senses. Now we may say today either that 
that proposition was always false or that it was pragmatically 
believed to be true and is not so any longer. The first of these al- 
ternatives commits us to an eternalistic theory of empirical trutli, 
whereas the pragmatic view rejects this theory in favor of a view 
of empirical truth a.s temporal, relative, and probable or falUbi- 
lisiic. Without attempting to justify or defend this pragmatic the- 
ory adequately, I shall proceed to outline what each of these 
characteristics of pragmatic truth meant to the founders of prag- 
rnatism. 

2. tempohausm 

The Heraclitcan idea sav-ca pst runs counter to the ancient 
notion of the great chain of being in the history of philosophy 
until we come to “the temporalizing of the chain of being,” as 
Professor Lovojoy has so aptly put it, in eighteenth-century the- 
ories of progress and evolutionism.” Kant and the post-Kantian 
TSatiirphilosophen still confined time within the restricted domain 
of the form of phenomena and left ultimate reality in an eternal 
realm protected from the vicissitudes of change. This ontological 
dualism made it possible to conceive of the natures or ideas of 
species, if not the e.vistent species themselves, as eternal Hnks in 
the chain of being. By conceiving both the forms of thought and 
natures of things as themselves products of the fliux of evolution, 
the founders of pragmatism used temporalism to invade the eter- 
nal citadel of one of the oldest of metaphysical traditions. 

For Chaimcey Wright, time was die very substance of physi- 
cal and psychological phenomena whose complexity produced 
what he liked to call “co.smic weatiiex.” For Charles Peirce, pleni- 
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tude was to be found in the plethora of logical relations and 
tychistic possibilities of a universe whose very laws were subject 
to temporal change; his fundamental doctrine of synechism was 
a logicized version of temporal continuity. For William James, 
plenitude was to be found in the psychological resources and 
energies of individuals, and continuity in the stream of conscious- 
ness. John Fiske tcmporalized the mechanism of cultural progress 
in his tlieory of prolonged infancy. Holmes shared with Green 
and Fiske the historical approach to the law as an anthropological 
document. 

Critics of pragmatism have argued that knowledge of the 
past confutes its experimental principle of verifiability, for we 
cannot verify or transform experimentally what is irretrievably 
past. The pragmatic reply to this argument refers us to the method 
of making historical propositions, namely, we use hypotheses and 
inferences based on present evidence (documents, remains, mem- 
ories of witnesses) and on the continuity of processes now ob- 
servable (erosion, natural selection, population changes), with 
those of the past. James went very far, indeed, in making truth 
itself evolve in time. Peirce was more logical in distinguishing 
truth from our conceptions of it. Evolution applies to our opin- 
ions which would converge on the truth if an indefinite commu- 
nity investigate long enough. 

This pragmatic temporalism leads to a more empirical view 
of history and knowledge than that which finds eternal laws of 
development in social change and science. An a priori historicism 
lies behind the great use made of the comparative or genetic 
method in nineteenth-century philosophies of history (Hegel, 
Marx, Spencer). Wright eschewed such evolutionaiy philosophies 
of history as forms of a priori “German Darwinism,” He also 
showed tire hmits of Sir Henry Sumner Maine’s historical ap- 
proach to jurisprudence, an approach which influenced greatly 
his lawyer friends, Fiske, Green, Wanrer and Plolmes. It is true 
that Peirce was often addicted to dubious features of historicism 
in his logical theory of abduction and induction and in his meta- 
physic of evolutionary love, making much greater use of the ge- 
netic method than his more rigoroirs mathematical logic should 
have permitted. We have seen how James vigorously opposed 
Spencerian evolutionism for attempting to submerge great indi- 
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viduals of history in mechanical environmental laws. James fa- 
vored Darwin’s theory of unpredictable chance or spontaneous 
variations as the unfathomed source of history’s great men. He 
also used the genetic method in describing the case histories of 
religious experience; but, in the end, we find James sacrificing 
logic for the sake of even a “crass supematuralism.” Thus James’s 
psychologism may be regarded as a hybrid crossing of individ- 
ualism and temporalism; in regarding differences of doctrine as 
arising out of differences of personal temperament in philoso- 
phers, he declined to consider the historical influence of previous 
doctrines as conclusively shaping the course of the history of phi- 
losophy. The Hegelian and Marxian dialectic of history never 
took firm hold of any of the early American pragmatists. In the 
early 1880’s John Dewey was a Hegelian, under the influence of 
George Sylvester Morris, at the same time that Peirce was teach- 
ing scientific logic at the Johns Hopkins University. It was not 
long, however, before the experinrental psychology of G. Stanley 
Hall, tlie dynamic idealism of Alfred Lloyd, and the antifoimal 
individualism of William James and Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr,, 
led Dewey to drop the Hegelian strait jacket of dialectical for- 
malism and to choose tire more fruitful method of the natural 
sciences as the more reliable instrument of inquiry.® The genet- 
icism of late nineteenth-century evolutionary pragmatism ap- 
peared in Dewey’s The Study of Ethics: a Stjllabus (1894) and 
“The Evolutionary Metlrod Applied to Morality” (1902). Dewey 
argued for the view that we cannot adequately explain thiirgs or 
justify moral ideas without knowledge of the psychological and 
social 'processes or means which occur or are made to occur in the 
production of things or ideals. 

The practical lawyers. Green, Warner, and Holmes, did not 
find dre historical and scientific approach to law useful if preached 
as a gospel of inevitable social progress in Fislce’s optimistic 
fashion. More realistically, they regarded the law as a great 
anthropological document containing the evidence of man s fum- 
bling for adjustment to social changes amid "survivals” of out- 
moded customs, jumbled mles, and inadequately defined terms. 
We must pull die dragon of history out of its dark cave, Hohnes 
would say, in order to see its claws more clearly. The analydcal- 
historioal investigations of Green, Warner, and Hohnes paved the 
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way for the functional sociological realism of twentieth-centuiy 
American jurisprudence. This school still aims to adapt the law 
to the changing conditions of society in order to minimize con- 
flicting group interests and maximize their productive coopera- 
tion. 


3 . RELATIVISM 

The nineteenth centuiy saw the breakdown of Europeo- 
centrism; the notion tliat only the civilization of Europe could 
produce tlie best in art, science, and philosophy was challenged 
by the growing independence and self-rehance of American writ- 
ers, scientists, and philosophers. Cultural anthropologists ( Maine, 
Tylor, Spencer, and so on) showed Fiske and our lawyer-philoso- 
phers — with much more historical data than were available to 
Locke when he attacked innate ideas — how different standards 
of right and wrong worked in communities with different cul- 
tures. 

In psychology and epistemology, experimental discovery of 
die relativity of perception of quahties, spatial relations, thresh- 
old Hmits, memory span, judgments of discrimination, and so on, 
accompanied a revival of Berkeleyan and Humean sensational- 
ism, Wright and Stallo, both admired by Fiske in his positivistic 
relapses, favored the nominalistic view of Mach and Mill that sci- 
entific laws are correlations of sensations. Peirce, however, stood 
out as the chief antagonist of this nominalistic view, and pro- 
posed (with Abbot) a modified Scotistic reahsm of objective logi- 
cal relations. But both psychological relativism and the Peircean 
logic of relations aided in the revision of the Aristotefian subject- 
predicate logic and in the rejection of the absolutistic ontology of 
Schelling and Hegel. The categories of thought were thrown into 
die evolutionary cauldron to emerge as flexible relational forms. 

The Daminian theory of natural selection showed that die 
essential properties of living things depended on the emergence 
of traits that increased the power of individuals to cope with a 
hostile environment. Food was more easily obtained when ani- 
mals hunted for it together; and other joint enteiprises, associated 
with sex at first perhaps, would be fm’thered by adapdng some 
inherited trait of gesture or voice to develop the rudiments of 
language. It is characteristic of our evolutionary pragmatists to 



198 The Legacy 

explain by reference to physiology and language the evolution of 
the highest reaches of human thought — even in the obscure and 
foggy region of “self-consciousness.” Whence another important 
sense of relativism: namely, the relativity of mind to the physio- 
logical, social, and linguistic conditions of human behavior. Tliis 
view of the mind borders on the method of behaviorism; the 
mind is to lie understood and mental plienomena predicted ac- 
cording to the observaI)le phenomena of behavior, physiological 
and linguistic, 'rhe pragmatic meaning of any expression will then 
be relative to the context of such Irehavior. If a man raises his 
hand to me or shouts at me, his intention or meaning can be in- 
ferred from antecedent actions or words accompanying similar 
gestures or words. His llu-shed face, dilated nostrils, tense inflec- 
tions of voice, and so on, are behavioral expressions of airgcr, un- 
less we know that he is an actor who has mastered the art of 
imitating these external signs of anger. Darwin’s study of Expres- 
sions of Emolion in Animals and William James’s physiological 
theory of the emotions prepared the way for twentieth-century 
behaviorist psychologies. Generalize tire behavioristic method of 
approach and vou have a contextualistic or relativistic theory of 
meaning: the meaning of a statement varies with the spatio- 
temporal, linguistic, or socio-psychological conditions of its occur- 
rence. This generalization is in line with subsequently developed 
ideas of relativity in physics, logic, psychology, and sociology. 

When Holmes defined tnith as what he could not help but 
believe, he was a psijchological relativist. So also must we classify 
James in his will-to-believe doctrine. Wright and Peirce were 
logical relativists, Fiske was a historical relativist. Green, Holmes, 
and Warner were sociological relativists: the law is what the 
courts decide in different .social contexts. F. E. Abbot and Peirce 
thought of truth as directed towards an indefinite community of 
miiicls and an evolving realm of objective relations; hence, we 
may consider their relativism to be mctapJnjsical. There will be 
as many rehitivisms as there are different theories as to what the 
objects dealt with are relative to. 

Relativism in pragmatic ethics, which makes an action good 
if its consequences are desirable under specific but variable con- 
ditions, does not imply drat there are no valid moral distinctions 
or principles beyond one’s arbitrarily expressed desires. An action 
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is pragmatically justified not because it is subjectively approved, 
but because the beneficial consequences for all concerned out- 
weigh the hannful ones within a given concrete situation. What 
the consequences of our actions are is an objective question; 
whether these consequences conform to what is beneficial to the 
greatest number of people, and what is thus beneficial are also 
objective questions, though it is often difficult to ascertain in both 
cases just what the consequences or benefits are. Traditional the- 
ological and metaphysical ethics claim universality and certainty 
for their inviolable mles, eternal commandments, and categorical 
imperatives. There is a parallel between relativistic theories of 
knowledge and pragmatic or utilitarian ethics. In both cases, eter- 
nal and infallible rules are replaced by contextual, empirically 
tested generalizations as probable guides, subject to revision in 
the light of observable agreement or disagreement with predicted 
consequences. It is relative to the frame of reference of an ob- 
server sitting in a train that his judgment that another ti'ain is 
moving makes sense and can be tested; it is relative to what is 
desirable for individuals iir a given society at a given time that 
what happens in that society is good or bad. Ethical relativism 
regards value judgments as empirical hypotheses, some more fully 
confirmed by experience tlian others; for example, telling the 
truth or keeping promises leads to one’s usefulness and accept- 
ance as a reliable person in most civilized societies. The depend- 
ence of all ethical nrles on their instrumentality in serving the 
needs and interests of the greatest number of people makes it 
necessary to adapt these rules to tire changing interests and in- 
dividual differences of people. Though man is not tire measure of 
all things in the evolutionary process, for they are not all within 
his control, he is the measure of what is judged good, for that 
judging is entirely relative to our ideals of what is humanly de- 
sirable. Our New England pi-agmatists were brought up on an 
Emersonian faith in man’s ability to live nobly in accordance with 
an eternal ideal that was supposed to transcend the competition 
of the market and the struggle for survival. But they soon real- 
ized drat Emerson’s ideal was too remote from the competitive 
world of action. They realized that ideals had to be fought for in 
the midst of an evolutionary struggle, with due regard for both 
a hostile environment and for conflicts among men. Experience 
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and time reveal the dependence of realizable theoretical and 
ethical constructions on their relations to external circumstances. 
We arc never certain that we know all these circumstances, but 
we can be practically confident that we Icnow some of them by 
means of liypotheses accepted as probable to the extent that they 
have been empirically tested. Subjectivism and fruitless skepti- 
cism arc more likely to occur with the absolutist who makes his 
private intuitions the tests of tinlh and value, rather than with 
the pragmatic relativist who regards all such claims as hypotheses 
in need of public confirmation.' 

4 . PHOHAHTLISM AND FADLIBILISM 

The terms “Probabilism” and “Fallibilism” refer to the aban- 
donment of mechanical determinism in physical and social sci- 
ences by viewing their laws as probable or contingent. There 
were tw'o different sources for this twentieth-century idea among 
our earlier pragmatists; 

(a) The metaphysical notion handed down through the 
ages from Plato to Leibnitz and Hegel that all empirical Icnowl- 
edge is unsatisfactory and inadequate because of the contingency 
and hmitations of sense experience on which “merely” empiricah,^ 
science is based. Certainty is attainable only in die a priori truths 
of logic, mathematics, and metaphysics. Peirce, Fiske, and James 
often accepted this metaphysical ground for abandoning cer- 
tainty in physical, historical, and psychological sciences, but they 
also argued strongly against a priori absolutistic metaphysics. 

(b) The pluralistic empiricism or contextualism described 
in the above pages would make it logically unnecessary for a 
modern pragmatist to assume that whatever was true of large- 
scale or macroscopic phenomena, for example, would hold for 
each individual element in the small-scale or microscopic field of 
observation. Of all the founders of pragmatism, Peirce had the 
clearest apprehension of this statistical principle, largely as a re- 
sult of Iris scientific work with the United Slates Coast and Geo- 
detic SurvTV, though he yielded also to (a) in his metaphysical 
moods. James accepted Peirce’s tychism as a support for his own 
tender-minded metaphysical individualism and indeterminism. 
Wright, Green, and Plolmes regarded all our empirical knowledge 
as contingent and fallible in both the natural and social sciences. 
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Against the metaphysical claims of { a ) they argued that in these 
sciences there was no knowledge that transcended the uncertain- 
ties of empirical evidence. They found with Locke that the can- 
dle that glows dimly within us is bright enough for all practical 
purposes. Practical problems require us to know what is true for 
the most part. The latter phrase, taken from Locke, expi esses 
roughly what we mean by probability as “the guide of life.” 

Though Hume had dealt a mortal blow to alleged proofs of 
necessity in factual matters and insisted on probability as our only 
empirical guide, he still hankered for practical or “moral” cer- 
tainty. He thought he found it in the psychological compulsion 
of habit or custom as the universal law of association, comparable 
to Newton’s law of gravitation. Wright in his skeptical theories of 
scientific neutrality and metaphysical nihihsm. Green in his Ben- 
thamism, and Holmes in his “het-abilitarianism,” seem to have ad- 
hered more closely to Hume’s psychological probabilism than 
James, Fiske, or Peirce. None but Peirce explored the logical 
meaning of probability, and followed J. Venn in the formulation 
of an objective frequency theory of probability, however incom- 
plete and unsatisfactory it is from the standpoint of more recent 
rigorous logical studies. James and Peirce seemed to regard the 
fallible character of scientific laws as providing loopholes for the 
agency of spiritual forces in human nature. Apart from these di- 
vergent directions of tlreir metaphysical speculations, the found- 
ers of pragmatism welcomed Darwin’s evidence of tire role of 
individual variations in the evolution of living species. Peirce 
called attention to the impending breakdown of classical me- 
chanical laws in statistical physics, and tried to generalize evolu- 
tion as a theorem in the logic of probabilities. What remains of 
these speculations concerning probability is the abandonment of 
certainty in both the natural and social sciences and the accept- 
ance of an empirical method of testing generalizations about 
either natural or social phenomena. Tire neo-Kantian separation 
of Naturwissenschaften from Geisteswissenschaften was supposed 
to have bestowed on psycliical (social and cultural) phenomena 
a “higher” certainty than “merely” natural empirical science could 
possess. The materialistic Natiirphilosophen (Oken, Buchner, 
Feuerhach, Haeckel) did not deny the necessity of sharply sepa- 
rating physical from psychical and social phenomena, but shnply 
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inverted tlie order of dependence. Wliat distinguishes pragmatic 
naturalism from both spiritualistic and materialistic philosophies 
is the denial of any necessary or privileged status for the findings 
or “laws” of either psychical or physical phenomena. Neither arc 
demonstrably certain if the nature of any generahzation is that 
of a prediction or hypothesis confirmable to some degree. Only 
experience can furnish the neutral materials for physical or cul- 
tural generalizations. The.se materials are temporal and complex, 
hence not dcducible from any favored etenral and sirrgle sys- 
tem of timeless or simple entities dwelling in realms of matter 
or spirit. The plurality of events and qualities experienced in 
natural or human history requires recognition of the tentative, 
probable, artd fallible character of all empirical knowledge. The 
unique individual as such eludes all formulations whether scien- 
tific or historical. In experience we deal always with individuals, 
and in scientific formulations with their classifiable characters. 
Now pragmatism looks to the scientific method for selecting tliose 
classifications. In so far as that method is simply critical common 
sense, it should be always ready to con'ect itself, lorowing that its 
findings are only probable, or confinned only to a degree. 

5. SECULAR DEMOCRATIC INDIVIDUALISM 

The fallibility of the most exact scientific findings, so often 
stressed by the founders of pragmatism, was part of their pro- 
found liberal aversion to all forms of dogmatism, including that 
of overzealous lovers of specialized scientific trutli. Tlrcy all ob- 
jected to the hierarchical priesthood of social scientists advocated 
by Auguste Comte in his later years, for the same democratic 
reason that led them to reject theological and metaphysical dog- 
mas. They opposed any privileged class of revelations, and all 
authoritarian educational and political systems. The founders of 
pragmatism had diverse interpretations of the relation of rcUgion 
to science. Peirce, like Abbot and Fiske, was an evolutionary the- 
ist; James rebelled against evolutionary theology and agnosticism 
by advocating a “crass supernaturalism” on the basis of the va- 
riety of religious experiences he had empirically investigated; 
Wright, Green, and Holmes regarded science as entirely indiffer- 
ent or neutral to religious issues. Like Emerson they looked upon 
religion as each person’s own affair; let each decide to what final 
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tribunal he wishes to submit his way of living. Hence, despite 
their diverse interpretations of religion, drey agreed in recogniz- 
ing its historical, social, and ethical function, and they opposed 
religious intolerance, ecclesiastical audioritaiianism, and interven- 
tion in political or educational institutions. They opposed slavery 
in the southern plantations and the exploitation of labor in the 
northern mills. Godkin’s Nation was their favorite liberal organ. 
William James fervidly opposed the growing imperialism of our 
government at the time of the Spanish-American war. These are 
only brief indications of the democratic manifestations of dreir 
pragmatic hberalism. 

This heroic individualism of the founders of pragmatism is 
seen in Nicholas St. John Green’s defiance of stare decisis, in 
Chauncey Wright’s disdain for dieological systems of morals or of 
science, in Charles Peirce’s sweeping condemnation of all modern 
philosophies as tainted with nominalism, in William James’s chal- 
lenge to agnosticism in himself as well as in others with his will to 
believe, and in Oliver Wendell Holmes’s twisting of the tail of 
the cosmos. They were each too independent and strong as think- 
ers to club together as a school in defense of a system. They were 
too keenly aware of the tyrannical way in which such schools or 
systems of thought dominate and obstruct freedom of inquiry. 
So each was content to forge his way through the stubborn prej- 
udices and too rigidly fixed authorities in his own field of study. 

The common political faith shared by all our early prag- 
matic thinkers was based on a utihtarian and democratic ethic of 
individuahsm to which all social institutions were subservient. It 
is a travesty on American pragmatism to condemn its philosophy 
as crass opportunism, as subordinating truth to cash value, or as 
the ideology of “Wall Street imperialists.” The piinciple of utili- 
tarianism, “the greatest happiness of the greatest number,” is the 
ethical basis of democracy, and our American pragmatists clung 
to this principle with a truly religious fervor, against the rugged 
individuahsm of “social Darwinists” hke Spencer, and against the 
ruthless collectivism of the desperate European revolutionists of 
1848 and 1870. It was possible for pluralistic pragmatism to treat 
man’s social sentiments as capable of evolving beyond the animal 
basis of tribal gregariousness and of rianscending, by the slow 
process of education and social evolution, tlie brute level of the 
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biological stmggle for existence. Thomas Huxley’s essay on “Eth- 
ics and Evolution” pitted man’s enlightened moral will against 
tlie indifferent cruelty of cosmic evolution in the same humane 
way as did our American evolutionary pragmatists in their ethi- 
cal concern. James was even inclined to belittle science in order 
to uphold this faith, and appealed to a secular and democratic 
philosophy of religion against a trivial-minded aimless life with 
no motive but self-interest or the pleasure of the moment, 
achieved at the expense of other’s labors. The high ethical qual- 
ity of their diverse conceptions of evolution stood opposed to 
the harsh competitive character and ruthless self-aggrandizement 
which “social Darwinism” tried to justify in the growing com- 
mercial expansion of the United States. On the whole, there was 
much more interest in social ethics than in applied economic sci- 
ence among our thinkers, hut their lack of such laiowledge does 
not diminish the evidence of their aversion to materialistic op- 
portunism of either an egotistic or totalitarian variety. 

The challenging question of the post-war world is what sort 
of world-wide institutions and practical guidance civilization may 
expect from American thinkers trained in scientific methods as 
means for realizing democratic ideals. I have indicated that paths 
were broken in a historical instance of this problem by a group 
of American philosophers weathering the intellectual storm of the 
Danvinian controversy by freeing the natural and social sciences 
from the dead hand of closed metaphysical and theological sys- 
tems. The habits of disinterested pursuit of truth, with respect 
for, but unyielding critical analysis of, past and prevalent opin- 
ions, was coupled with a deep religious respect for individuals and 
a sense of the practical need for scientific and philosophic en- 
lightenment. No future civilization can dispense with that kind 
of secular religion and political respect for civil liberties. 

If American philosophy is to continue to be a significant cul- 
tural force in the world, it will havn to draw on its pragmatic 
legacy. That legacy contains the reasoned and humanitarian faith 
that tlio future course of evolution has room in it for the coopera- 
tive efforts of free individuals to enrich life with peaceful and 
creative activities beyond the sheer straggle for existence and 
power. 
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Biographical Notes on Chauncey Wright (1830-1875) 

Chauncey Wright was one of nine children of Elizabeth Boleyn (or 
Bullen) and Ansel Wright, grocer and deputy sheiiff of Northampton, 
Massachusetts. Chauncey ’s grandfather had been a revolutionary .soldier, 
and might have heard the fiery sermons of that other celebrated North- 
ampton philosopher, Jonathan Edwards. The first American ancestor was 
Samuel Wright, who had come to Boston from England in 1630 and was 
one of the first settlers of Northampton in 1654. 

Northampton was also the birthplace of Chauncey ’s Harvard friends, 
his biographer James Bradley Thayer, and Dean E. W. Gurney. There also 
he met Nicholas St. John Green, with whom he was prepared by the Rev. 
Rufus EUis (of the little Unitarian church which Chauncey ’s father con- 
stantly attended) to meet the Latin and Greek requirements for admission 
to Harvard. Chauncey wrote something of his “Life” for the alumrri class 
book in 1858, six years after graduation, in which he reports that his father 
was a Democrat and an ardent supporter of Andrew Jackson. An inkling of 
Chauncey’s childhood and temperament appears in this autobiographical 
sketch: 

From the earliest period of my conscious hfe, I have shrunk from 
everytliing of a startling or dramatic character. I was indisposed to active 
exercise, to any kind of excitement or change. I was never remarkable at any 
kind of sport; never could see the value or significance of any kind of for- 
mality. In illustration of this, I remember a circumstance in my earliest 
school-days. The .school-mistress wished to introduce the custom of kneel- 
ing at morning prayer. This I obstinately refused to do, or at least ob- 
stinately did not do. The penalty for my disobedience was to kneel by the 
teacher’s side, — a position of dramatic interest by which my spirit was 
broken. 

I was in general a very tractable boy, and never was flogged at school, 
though I remember some con'ections. I had some little ambitions, .such as 
all boys have, but they were for the most part of a solitary nature. I irever 
aspired to be a leader among boys, and never cared for their qrtarrels and 
parties. If I aspired to a place, it was to a solitary place and a peculiar one, 
not within the general aim of the boys. At one time, however my ambition 
took a social turn. While I was stiU in the district school, I conceived an 
ardent attachment for one of the school-girls, which I have never mentioned 
before this writing to any living soul. I did not even intimate to the young 
lady herself, but rather built small castles, or very diminutive bouses in 
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the air, wherein I dwelt in fancy witlr her I fancied, — I will not say adored. 
Such was the character of all the attachments or fancies I have subsequently 
had . . . 

I had in my boyhood a violent temper; but I was not quarrelsome, nor 
did I over cultivate pugnacious qualities. My indolence has since completely 
mastered my temper. 

At the age of ten, I formed a liking for the study of astronomy, and 
my zeal in this ea.sily oveicame all the fondne.ss for those surprises which 
had previoirsly constituted the attraction of New Year’s gifts, and so asked 
iny father for that pueiilo book Burritt’s Geography and Atlas of the 
f leavens; but I afterwards lost my interest in this study 

The future !hi ignqilwr of Chavmcey Wright will perhaps tell us what 
kirid of a .seliiad it vra.s at Northampton that could make him kneel in prayer 
•against hi,s will and also employ a teacher of natural history, a David 
Sheldon, who could inspire him to take a profound interest in natural 
sciences. One would like to know more about the rehgious habits of the 
Now England community of his youthful years which might tlu'ow some 
light on Chauncey’s later antipathy to theological creeds. The standard 
biographies do nut tell us how he became transformed from a boy “much 
given to solitude and inclined to melancholy” to a man who was “neitlier 
solitary nor unsocial”? - The personal letters and high testimonials of nvany 
friends indicate a very amiable and genial person. He often entertained 
children with sleight-of-hand tricks, and soothed sick friends. 

At Harvard College, which he entered in 1848, after overcoming his 
defective knowledge of Greek, we are told that he remained “poor in lan- 
guages but brilliant in matliematies, natural sciences, and philosophy.” Yet 
the theory of the origin and function of language played an important role 
in his correspondence with Darwin and in his major article on “The Evolu- 
tion of Self-Con.sciou.sness.” We know something about the scientific books 
he read — Dana’s geology. Bacon, Emerson, Hamilton, and Mill in Philosophy 
— and tlie teachers he had at Harvard — Benjamin Peirce in mathematics, 
A.sa Gray in botany, Jeffries Wyman in physiology. After his graduation in 
1852 and until 1870 he worked as a computer for the Ncmtical Almanac 
olBcc in Canihridge, and wrote many reviews for the 'North American Re- 
view and the Nation, 

What led him to become so much interested in the “mental sciences” 
that he gave up his work as a mathematical astronomer to lecture on psy- 
chologj' and to review philosophical books instead? Why was he never invited 
to a penmment teaching position at Harvard, where he was so highly re- 

‘ Letters of Chaunceij Wright, with some account of his Life, edited by 
James Bradley Thayer (Cambridge, Mass., 1878), pp. 5il. 

“Cf. J, B. Thayer [ibid.) for the latter draracterization, and E. S. Bates for 
the former [DAB, article “Wright, Chauncey"). 
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garded by James, Peirce, Charles Eliot Norton, Dean Gurney, Asa Gray, 
and others? Was it because of his antitheological views, or, as in the case 
of Peirce, because of his “irregular habits”?® Or because, as Fiskc and 
Warner testify, he was such a poor public lecturer? President Eliot’s letter 
to Wright expressed regret that Wright’s university lectureship in mechanics 
(1874) was not to be renewed because of poor registration. Yet Wright, 
unsuccessful as a classroom teacher, showed a great interest in the theory 
of education. He criticized the formal discipline theory of the value of the 
study of classical languages and mathematics. 

Wright’s views on education were modern aird progressive. He op- 
posed the formal discipline theory as an unfactual justification of the 
value of mathematics and the classics tlrrough the unproved transfer of 
habits of thinking. This denial of formal transference of discipline from one 
rigorous sirbjcct to other unrelated activities was part of his pluralistic em- 
piricism. In a fragment of an early e.ssay, “The Plrilosophy of Mother Goose,” 
we find the modern idea that children learn more and work better if their 
play rather than work is supervised. At the time President Eliot of Harvard 
was introducing tire elective system, Wright advocated that the college 
curriculum should aim at permitting a student to master one or two sub- 
jects and choose enough of a smattering of other subjects to realize how 
little he knew of them. Finally, in his Socratio manner of prolonged and 
thorough discussion in which the vagueness of ideas could be exorcised, 
Wright kept philosophy alive not as a formalized subject but as a way of 
thinking about any subject, as a habit of persistent questioning of funda- 
mental assumptions, as an attitude to the diversity of life’s problems that 
cannot be settled by any single formula or system. The practical necessity of 
adapting our ideas and institutions to the cosmic weather of change is the 
basis of his methodology. When we appreciate the educative influence of 
Wright’s philosophical conversations on Peirce, James, Green, Warner, 
Holmes, and Fiske, and note especially that Wright defended Danvinism 
as a method ® rather than as a cosmology, it becomes clear that he has 
earned the historical right to ho considered the precursor of the empiricistic 
and pluralistic varieties of pragmatism. 

^Letters of Chauncey Wright, p. 137: “Irregular habits of work and sleep, 
physical inactivity, and tlie practice of excessive smoking, had brought on sleep- 
lessness and physical suffering, from which he sought relief in stimulants.” 

* Chauncey Wright, review of I. Todlnmter’s The Conflict of Studies, and 
other essays in subjects connected with Education, in the North American Reuiem 
(July 1875), reprinted in Philosophical Discussions (New York, 1877), pp. 267- 
295. 

“Wright noted that “adaptive” characteristics of organisms ought not to be 
contrasted absolutely” with “genetic” ones, and added that the relations of utility 
prominent in Darwin’s discoveries illustrate "the method by which the principle of 
Natural Selection is to be applied as a working hypothesis” {Philosophical Dis- 
cussions, p. 324). 
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The sou of Williiim James who edited his Letters not only under- 
estimates but mis-states the facts concerning Wright’s influence on his 
father: 

It has been suggested that Wright influenced James’s thinking. If so, 
his influence wa.s not lasting, and, in the opinion of the editor, can easily 
be overstated. James was not limited to any one philosophic companionship 
even at this time ( 1869-71); and if he felt Wright’s influence, it is remark- 
able that there should be no mention of him in any of the letters or memo- 
randa that have survived and that there was never any acknowledgement in 
James’.s .snljsi'qiicnt writing.s.'* 

I'he error of the editor’s judgment concerning his father’s intellectual 
debt to Wright is .surpas.s'ed by the factual mistake concerning the lack of 
mention of Wright in the Iclteis or subsequent writings of William James, all 
the more surprising because the second volume of The Lc^tters of William 
James contains the letter (quoted above) which mentions Chauncey Wright, 
Charles Peirce, St. John Green, Warner, and Fiske, who met with James to 
discuss Fiske’s Cosmic Philosophy. Then, in arrother letter of William James, 
when he wtis away on a scientific expedition in Brazil with Louis Agassiz, 
and “sufteiing from intellectual as well as domestic nostalgia,” we find 
James saying: “Would that I might hear Chauncey Wright philosophize for 
one evening.” ^ Besides the obituary notice of Chauncey Wright which 
James wrote for the Nation in 1875, there are acknowledgments of 
Wright’s influence in the preface to The Principles of Psychology (1890), 
which records James’s indebtedness to Wright and to Charles Peirce “for 
their intellectual companionship in old times,” as well as in his notes on 
“Religious Guarantee” and “Against Nihilism” published by Professor R. B. 
Peny.** The more serious mistake of the editor of James’s Letters consists in 
hi.s characterization of Wright’s philosophy as “vigorously materialistic.” 
The gnnmdlcssne-ss of this characterization is evident in Wright’s defense 
of the neirtrality of science with respect to either spiritiralistic or materialis- 
tic metaphysics. 

The cli.stinguished brother of William James has provided us with such 
a syrrrputhetic and touching picture of Chauncey Wright’s place in the 
intimacy of Jaraes’.s household and intellectual .surroundings, that it must be 
a .slicf'r blind spot that would explain the sotr’s editorial version of Chaimcey 
Wright’s relation to hi.s f:ither. Though Professor Perry has quoted the first 

® The i.etters of William James, edited by his son Henry James, 2 vols. 
(Boston, 1920), I, 1.6211. 

’ Ralph Barton Perry, The Thought and Character of William Jamas, 2 vols. 
(Boston; Little, Brown, 193.5), I, 520, 221; letter of Willi;im to Henry James, 
July 23, 1865. 

* Perry, I, 523£f. 
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part of Henry James’s delicate description of Chauncey Wright, I shall cite 
the whole passage, for it might well have served the great novelist and 
analyst of the inseparable emotional-intellectual life of the mind as a theme 
for a biographical novel: 

Chauncey Wright sits for me in his customary corner of the deep 
library sofa and his strange conflicting conscious light blue eyes, appealing 
across the years from under the splendid arch of his fail head, one of the 
handsomest for representation of amplitude of thought that it was possible 
to see, seem to say to me with a softness more aimed at the heart than any 
alarm or any challenge: “But what then are you going to do for me?” I find 
myself simply ache, I fear, as almost the only answer to this — beyond his 
figuring for me as the most wasted and doomed, the biggest at once and 
the gentlest, of the great intending and unproducing (in anything like the 
just degi-ee) bachelors of philosophy, bachelors of atlitude and of life. And 
as he so sits, loved and befriended and welcomed, valued and invoked and 
vainly guarded and infinitely pitied, till the end couldn’t but come, he re- 
news that appeal to the old kindness left over, as I may say, and which must 
be more or less known to all of us, for the good society mat was helplessly 
to miss a right chronicler, and the names of which, so full at the time of 
their fine sense, were yet to be writ in water. Chauncey Wright, of the 
great imperfectly-attested mind; Jane Norton, of the train, so markedly, of 
the distinguished, the sacrificial, devoted; exquisite Mrs. Gurney, of the 
infallible taste, the beautiful hands and the ti-agic fate; Gurney himself, for 
so long Dean of the Faculty at Harvard and trusted judge of all judgments 
(this latter pair the subject of my father’s glance at the tenantship of 
Shady Hill in the Nortons’ absence: ) they would delightfully adorn a page 
and appease a piety that is still athirst if I hadn’t let them pass.® 

When Chauncey Wright died suddenly while working over his writing 
into the early hours of morning, as was his habit, only a few of his friends 
were in Cambridge; St. John Green, Hooper, and Flemy James. James had 
gone immediately to Wright’s house on hearing of a physician being called, 
but it was too late. 

Mr. James said that about a week ago [another friend of Wright’s reports] 
he spent an evening at his house, and had never known him more delightful, 
— talking in his best vein, not about things and ideas, but about people, giv- 
ing astonishingly minute characterizations of tlicm. Innocent, mild, kindly, 
sympathetic, pure-minded, — these were the words Mr. James used about 
him; and, in speaking of his relations at the Nortons and his admiration of 
Miss Jane, he quoted his saying that he would rather have her personal ap- 
probation than all the fame of this country and Europe. It was a great satis- 
faction to hear Mr. James’s appreciative talk, and to have all his lovely and 
amiable ways brought up; and I could not but hope that Mr. James was mis- 
taken, of late at least, in thinking that he had been so miserably unhappy. 

“Henry James, Notes of a Son and Brother (New York; Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 1914), pp. 282f. 
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I had hoped Lhat in the last year or two things had been less difficult with 
him. He has certainly seemed, as I have seen him, quiet and serene . . . 
Mr. James said that his face was perfectly white and very noble to look at.i® 

“ Letters of Chaunceij Wright, pp. 358f. The following letter of Leslie 
Stephen to Charles Eliot Norton, May 5, 1877, indicates tlic British critic’s reac- 
tions to Wright; “Since I wrote to you last, I have read Mr. Chauncey Wright’s 
book PhilcKophical Discussions, ed. by Norton, 1877, or nearly all, and — to say 
the truth — found it a tolerably tough morsel . . . Perhaps I am a little spoilt by 
article-writing and inclined to value smartness of stylo too highly. The only point 
which struck me unpleasantly in the substance of the book vvas his rather over- 
conternpliious tunc about Spencer and Lewes. I don’t doubt that his criticisms of 
Spencer arc tuler.ibly correct, though I e.ui’t sec that Spencer really means to 
e<incode so much to the enemy as C. W, supposes; hut I confess that Lewes seems 
to rnc to bo u remarkably aeiite metaphysician, and one who will make his mark 
. . . Anyhow, Wright must be a great lo.ss. Nobody can mistake the soundness 
and t(mghn(;.ss of his intellect, and his thorough honesty of purpose. I had the 
plea.sure the otlicr day of showing the book to die great Darwin, who had already 
received a copy from you”; F. W. Maitland, 'I'he Life and Letters of Leslie Stephen 
(New Fork, London, 1906], p. 300. 
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The Chauncey Wright Papers at Northampton, 
Massachusetts 

(In. possession of Mrs. Dorotliy Pearson Abbott, AlumnEO House, Smith 
College) 

Besides the two essays reproduced here, there are eight letters from 
Charles Darwin whose contents I have described in Chapter III, sect. 3, 
based on my article in the Journal of the History of Ideas, VI, 19-46 (1945) . 
The two essays were probably college tliemes written about 1850. The 
future biographer of Chauncey Wright may wish to see also the contract he 
had from the U. S. Naval Office of the Nautical Almanac to work as a com- 
puter after 1852, and the letters from President Charles Eliot appointing 
him as university lecturer in psychology (1870) and in mechanics (1874), 
including a petition for the class in mechanics, dated October 27, 1874 and 
signed by George S. Pine, B. O. Peirce, Edward B. Lefavour, Hemy Sargent, 
Frederick L. Green, H. R. Mills, Richard S. Culbrith, S. T. Fisher, C. T. 
Peckham, F. C. McDuffee, H. Amory, and A. H. Witherbee. 

There is a batch of correspondence marked "Personal” from Grace 
Ashbirrner, John Eden, George H. Fisher, Mrs. Forbes, George Frisbee, 
Erastus Hopkins, C. P. Huntington. James Lyman, Mr. and Mrs. Peter 
Lesley, Sara Sedgwick, Underwood, and Ansel Wright, Sr.; a letter from 
Lydia C. Dodge of Hingham, Massachusetts, October SI, 1864, inviting 
Wright to lecture there on natural science. 

The remaining correspondence, arranged alphabetically, with my 
digest of each letter, is as follows: 

From L. C. Agassiz: (1) n.d. Cambridge, The College; change of recita- 
tion hour. (2) November 11, — , same; class in natural philosophy 
formed. (3) June 26, — , same: asks for number of recitations given 
by Wright (at Agassiz’ School for Girls) in order to ascertain salary, 
From John Bigelow: (1) November 12, — , Evening Post, New York: intro- 
duces John C. River of the Washington Globe. (2) August 6, 1860, 
same; pays C, W. $35 “for several contributions.” 

From William Boise; June 5, 1850, Y'ale College: tlianks C. W. for two 
solutions to mathematical problems in Playfair’s Euclid. 

From Francis Bowen; (1) June 25, 1860, Cambridge; criticizes G. W.’s 
paper on the economy of design in bee’s cells for failing to note that 
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it is “God’s work, not the bees!” (2) October 9, 1864, Harvard College: 
replies to C. W.’s review of Bowen’s Logic in NoHh American Review 
by defining probability and causality in theological terms vs. Darwin. 
(3) October 19, 1864, same; physics gives only probable knowledge, 
nietapliysics the truly causal knowledge oJ necessity. (4) October 25, 
1864, same: thinks C. W. wrong in regarding the arithmetic mean as 
valid as the square root mean and even better for certain purposes. 

From George L. Cary; (1) November 26, 1854, Medway, Massachusetts: 
invitation to C. W. to visit. (2) September 15, 1861, Germantown, 
Pcnn.sylvaiiia; Lincoln “a gorilla in the executive chair.” 

From Reginald H. Clause: (1) September 1.3, 1862; no drafting of soldiers 
in the 22d Ward (Chestnut Hill). (2) August 17, — : Mr, Apple of 
Philadelphia quoted; ‘‘this nigger war.” (3) October 30, 1864: on re- 
cruiting dilficulties. 

From Dr. David Cheevor of Boston: February 1, 1853, Portsmouth, New 
Hamp,shire : “Deutero-scopy.” 

From George F. Comport: October 26, 1868, 75 E. 10 St., New York City; 
establi.shment of American Philological Society. 

G. W. Curtis: October 25, 1868, Staten Island, New York; “Dana must be 
defeated,” 

Charles W. Eliot: (1) March 15, 1870, Harvard College: appointment as 
university lectiu'cr on psychology twice a week October 1 to February 
11. (2) July 6, 1873, same: Physics 1 discontinued since only one 
person has elected the course. 

W. P. Garrison (editor of the 'Nation): (1) November 4, 1868, 3 Park 
Place, New York; asks G. W. to review Porter’s On the Human Intellect 
and Eain’.s Mental Science; discusses teaching of geometry and algebra. 
(2) October 28, 1874, 5 Beekman St., New York; asks C. W. to review 
McCosh’s Scottish Philosophy and Archer Butler’s Lectures on the His- 
tory of Ancient Philosophy. 

E. L. Godkin: May 31, 1874, Nation, New York: opposes Mill’s argument for 
equality erf sexes. Women’s submissivencss is ineradicable and heredi- 
tary (cf, G. W.’s lengthy reply in Letlars, pp. 257-265, June 3, 1874). 

B. H. Gould; February 25, 1866 and March 14, 1866; complains about 
printing of hi.v communication to Academy of Ails and Sciences; C. W. 
replies March 2, 1866, explaining his moral policies and duties as cor- 
responding .secretary of the Academy. 

Asa Gray: February 13, — , Cambridge, Massachusetts: returns “Fendler’s 
queer book” loaned to him by C. W. 

Gharle.s E. Grinnelb December 13, 1873, Charlestown, Canada: reports a 
subcommittee on philosophy at Harvard, Park, Emerson, Means, and 
Crinnell to vi.sit in psychology, with Park and Cabot in modern Get- 
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man philosophy, logic, and metaphysics; Emerson and Grinncll also to 
visit modern German philosophy. 

E. W. Gurney: two letters August 1 and 6, 1857 inviting C, W. to visit at 
Rye Beach. 

Edward Everett Hale, editor Christian Examiner, Boston; (1) September 
24, 1857: asks C. W. to review Blodgett’s Climatology at $1 per page. 
(2) November 13, 1857, same: sends payment of $6.75 for reviews. 

Gatherine E. Ireland: seven letters from Bostorr and New York beginning 
July 6, 1864, from a “former student and friend.” 

William Woolsey Jolmson: (1) May 3, — , Annapolis, Maryland: a.sks C. W, 
to explain meaning of “mean distance” in astronomy, (2) December 31, 
1873, same: asks if there is any job for a mathematician around Cam- 
bridge. 

W. E. Logan; December 20, 1856, Montreal, Canada; determiiration of 
longitude of Montreal. 

J. E. Ohver; October 12, 1855, Lyrrn, Massachusetts; Elijah Pope’s phono- 
graphic school, Portland. May 1, 1859, same; a mathematical theory of 
individuahty based on C. W.’s theory of phyllotaxis. 

John C. Palfrey; February 28, 1874, Lowell, Massachusetts: mathematics 
committee to visit Haiward. 

Charles S. Peirce: September 2, 1865, St. Albans, Vermont; Mill on Hamil- 
ton; Card game (cf. Chapter II, note 16, below). 

John D. Runkle: (1) August 9, 1862, Dedham, Massachusetts; invitation to 
visit Pigeon Cove. (2) September 21, 1873, Br-ookline, Massachusetts; 
accormt of payments made to C. W. (Runkle was in charge of the 
Nautical Almanac Office in Cambridge.) 

David S. Sheldon (C. W.’s schoolteacher of science at Northampton): 
August 25, 1858, Iowa College, Davenport, Iowa; iirtroduces a stu- 
dent, Clemens Hirschl, 

Joseph H. Sprague; five letters, 1854^1860 (Northampton, Massachusetts); 
invitations; borrows $10; asks for job with Nautical Almanac. 

James B. Thayer: (1) August 24, 1850, Cambridge, Massachusetts; returns 
money borrowed from C. W. (2) February 13, 1850, Milton, Massa- 
chusetts: talks of Funny, Hannah, Mrs. Forbes, and Kemble of 
Northampton. (3) April S, 1871, Boston: Emerson to be at Fisher’s; 
will C. W. serve as bond on loan of $1000? 

William S. Thayer: (1) February 13, 1851, Boston: crack at Francis Bowen. 
(2) July 28, 1857, New York Evening Post: will C. W. write of tor- 
nadoes this summer, including their “philosophy”? (3) May 5, 1857, 
same: sends $10 for C. W.’s recent article in Post. (4) Arrgust 20, — : 
will C. W. speedily write article on Atlantic telegraph? (5) September 
11, 1853, New York; “Some rowdyish times here at Woman’s Rights 



216 Appendix B 

and Temperance Convention”; Miss Pomeroy recalls two pleasant visits 
from C. W.; “P. S. There is a woman on exhibition here who weighs 
754 lbs. How would you like to embrace a wife like that?” 

J, M. Van Vleck; December 10, 1855, Middletown, Connecticut: mathe- 
matical studies of Pciice and of Cauchy recalled of undergraduate 
days at Harvard. 

D. E. Ware: (1) November 29, 1852, Baltimore: praises lectures of Orvil 
Dewey, D.D. (2) August fi, 1862, Boston: invites C. W. and Gurney 
to take c.xcrrrsion. 

VV. R. Ware: (1) June 6, — , Milton, Ma.ssachiisctts: invitation to C. W. and 
Gurney to visit. (2) June 15, 1864, Boston: in army hospital. 

D. P. Wilder: (1) May 13, 18.52, Baltimore: asks C. W. to solve a problem 
irr trigoiioincliy fionr Davies’ Legendre. (2) September 27, 1852, 
.same; teaching algebra and geometry and expecting to teach trigonom- 
etry; “Do you intend to study any profession? Or do you like math 
so well that you shall dig into them and finally take ‘Benny’s’ [Ben- 
jamin Peirce’s] place?” (3) February 27, 1853: asks C. W. to solve 
problem in algebra from Bourden. 

There is also among the papers a "Positivist Hymn on Water.” 

Of the hundred letters to and several papers by Chauncey Wright at 
Northampton, only parts of eight letters from Charles Darwin have been 
published. Indicative of Weight’s early interest in ethical as well as scientific 
questions are two undated essays, each several pages long, marked “For 
Ansel” (Chauncey’s brother), which read like college freshman themes; 
“Whether the government of this country ought to interfere in the politics 
of Europe to aid or countenance those who are struggling for liberty there?” 
and “Was the act of Brutus justified in kilhng Caesar?” Wright’s affirmative 
answer to both questions seems to be in youlbful but dignified imitation of 
Mill’s abstract style and humanitarian utilitarianism. We must not lose sight 
of the ethical interests of Wright even though he constantly distinguished 
ethical principles from tho.se of natural sciences and metaphysical theology. 

Two Essays by Chauncey Wright 

1. WHF.THE.U THE GOVKllN-MENT OF TTIIS COUNTRY OUGHT TO INTERFERE 
rN THE POLITIC-S OF EUROPE, TO AID OR COUNTENANCE THOSE WHO 
ARE struggling THERE FOR LIBERTY? 

When charity and gratitude are enjoined as general duties, it is not 
meant that an imlimiled and indiscriminate exercise of kindness and grati- 
tude may not interfere with other duties and thus become not only useless 
but pernicious; so in discussing the duty of intervention we are not going to 
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maintain that there are not kinds of intervention that are wrong or that 
there are not many kinds of intervention which in particular crises may 
be positively injurious; but simply drat intervention in general is the duty 
of the governments of particular nations in behalf of universal humanity, 
and that there is nothing which frees our government from this universal 
obligation of oppressed humanity. 

We are not to conclude from the notion of governments, as many are 
disposed to do, that the whole range of its duties extend merely to hdfdling 
the obligations it owes to the people expressed in its constitution or by its 
general usages, any more tlran the whole duty of an individual consists in 
doing what he has bound himself to do for others, and in not interfering 
with the rights of others; for the moral law is so universal in its application 
that it requires every freely acting agent, whether it be single or compound 
to do all that lies in its powers or privileges towards the accoraphshments 
of moral ejids. 

There are many acts neither belonging to the common duties of 
governments nor yet interfering with these duties, but lying within the 
power of government to do; which, if they are right, tire government is 
bound to do. 

If then intervention in general behalf of the rights of humanity does 
not necessarily interfere with the obligations of our government to our 
people or to other governments, it is required by morality. Protests in general 
are not injurious to the peace of the world, do not interfere with the obliga- 
tions of governments to their people or to governments, with which they 
have formed treaties; are in many cases useful, and therefore in these cases 
duties. They do not require further intervention, and so do not lead to fatal 
consequences in that respect. 

Some may however deny that protests can he of any value unless 
followed up by armed intervention or unless they imply that an anned 
intervention is to follow if they do not succeed, since the only xvay in which 
they effect anything is through fear. But if there is anything (more than trite- 
ness) in the saying that opinions are often more efBcacious than armies; then 
to awaken fear is not the only object of a protest. In fact, there are great 
and important uses in protests the neglect of which might at times be in the 
highest degree culpable. But it may he replied that for the expression of 
an opinion, an act of government is not needed, that our people have the 
means of expressing their opinions without the instrumentality of its govern- 
ment. 

But the indignation of a people is regarded in Europe as little better 
than the outcry of fanatical anarchists, and as the tyrannies of Europe con- 
found in their misrepresentation, the rational republican with the fanatical 
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altruist, no tiling could conduce more to the conection of such prejudice, and 
to the respectability of republican opinions in Europe, than the protest of a 
government the best regulated in the world, against unjust acts of tyranny. 

Armed intervention as we have seen is not the only kind, nor is it re- 
quired to support other kinds. But being the exti-eme of intervention, it 
should only be used in exti'eme cases, as an expression of the greatest indig- 
nation against the most manifest and universally admitted injustice. 

It is often both dangerous and unproductive when the opposing 
parlies finnly believe as they often do that they have justice on their side. 
This fact is too seldom attended to by the opposers of tyranny. Poweiful 
nations shoulil regard themselves as the executives of international law, but 
should not act at the same time as judges of the law. And on the other hand 
in disputed eases should act as judges and not at the same time as the execu- 
tive. 

When however a large majority of enlightened nations like jurors have 
passed a verdict in favor of those universal sentiments which thus become 
international law, and against certain acts of outrage and tyranny, then the 
powerful are bound to act as the e.xecutives, in all those cases to which 
these decisions clearly apply. 

Pronouncing a protest is a judgement and an intervention, wliich may 
induce other nations to follow our example, and thus the sentiments of the 
world may become distinctly known, and energetically supported. 

At least let us do our part! 

2. W.\S THE ACT OF BUUTUS IN KILLING CAESAR JUSTIFIABLE? 

Historian.s, when they consider the great abilities of Caesar, the benefi- 
cent schemes which he was preparing to execute, and die subsequent 
course of events, the entire ruin of the republic, agree that his death was an 
irreparable loss to Rome. Many have been led to consider the murder of 
Caesar as the most senseles.s act which the Romans ever committed. If the 
Romans could have foreseen the consequences and could have viewed them 
as modem historians do, it no doubt would have been a senseless act. Yet 
I conceive that the justification of an act depends not on unforeseen conse- 
quences excepting so far as they are unforeseen through rashness or want 
of forethought. That the result of many acts in the life of everyone of us, 
though carefully inquired into, have turned out to be contraiy to our ex- 
pectations is no more the actual than it is the necessary result of our limited 
capacities. 

If then we can show that Brutus even with the matures t reflection 
could not have foreseen the actual consequences of his act, we shall have 
cleared him of the imputation of rashness, and then, if there appears suffi- 
cient cause for the murder of his friend, the act is justified. 
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Nothing but a party spirit can admit the justice of denying honest and 
upright motives to Brutus on the ground that he belonged to the aristocrati- 
cal, for, though his party did oppose the agrarian laws and the communica- 
tion of the Roman franchise to the allies, yet it does not follow that integrity 
and honesty could not also characterize this party. 

We have the testimony of Cicero, one of the most scrupulous and 
honest men of that age, of the noble character of Brutus. Cicero looked 
upon him with high hopes for his future greatness and notwithstanding his 
mistake no one can deny that he excelled in the virtues of his age. 

No one, not even the profoimdest .statesman, can fully comprehend 
the condition and prospects of a state while they arc present as he after- 
wards sees them when they are past. We always refer to the past on council- 
ing for the present. And so did Brntus. What did he find there? 

We read of the noble example of Publius Scipio in destroying (as a 
private citizen) that plotter against the republic (as Brutus’ party thought) 
Tiberius Graccus. We read the example of Ahala in murdering Spurius 
Melius; and all those examples of noble patriotism which had saved the 
republic from ruin. The Gracchi were leaders of the mob and so was 
Caesar. Noble acts of patriotism had rescued the republic from their hands 
and so they might from Caesars. Brutus did not tlien know that the state 
had grown, within the shell of republicanism, to be the many-headed hydra 
of which Caesar’s dynasty was the first manifestation; and how could he 
know? We had no precedents from which to judge that such was its condi- 
tion: in short to accuse Brutus of rashness is to ascribe to him a keener 
foresight than usually falls to the lot of man. 

In seeking for causes to justify or condemn this act in other respects, 
we must look to the moral standard of those times, for surely a man’s ac- 
tions can be judged only by those principles of morahty in which he has 
been educated; — not that I mean to say that principles of morality differ 
essentially in different men and different times, but that th'ey are better 
defined and understood by some than by others. 

If every human action were to be tried before the highest standard 
of morality, very few would probably be justified. 

In our day it would not be a justifiable act for a private citizen to take 
the safely of the government into his own hands contrary to the course 
prescribed by law. Yet tliis was a justifiable act of patriotism, at least ac- 
cording to the tenets of the aristocracy of Rome, when a popular leader 
threatened to subvert the government. 

The charge of ingratitude often brought against Brutus must be 
examined in the same light: it then becomes the question; which to a 
Roman conscience appeared the most binding, the obligations which Brutus 
owed to Caesar or tliose which he owed to his country. 
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If we consider fhe firmness with which Brutus’s paity stood by the 
government and the sacied obligations which bound them to maintain it, 
I think that we can conceive Brutus muidermg Caesar not, witliout grati- 
tude, but, m spite of it Then will he appear die noble and upiight Biutus 
which his contemporaries have represented him 



C. S. Peirce, "Why I Am a Pragmatist”^ 

A persuasive article on pragmatism should begin by showing how 
some great historic puzzles, such as that about the probabilities of causes, 
may be solved instantly by the pragmatic method of attacking them, as salt 
is dissolved in water. It should next proceed to show the nature of mathe- 
matical demonstration and of all abstract thought that comes to any settled 
agreement, chiefly by examples. It should then show on evolutionary and 
other grounds that intellect is an adaptive character; so much so, that 
Leibniz denied it of tlie Deity. Now to what is it adapted, unless to forming 
habits of action? The next step in the argument should consist of an examina- 
tion of tlie processes whereby we gather the meaning of an abstract term. 
Tire first of these is attention; and it could be strikingly shown what glaring 
differences of sensation toe overlook when they have no practical import. 
It must be acknowledged that there is a passive attention to sensations apart 
from any practical considerations. One cannot waive aside a tooth-ache as 
of no importance. But the sensations thus forced upon us have no intellectual 
value or import; and the maxim of pragmaticism relates exclu-sively to this. 
A critical Inquiry into the processes of thought whereby we leam the mean- 
ing of such abstract words as ‘existence,’ ‘relation,’ ‘generalization,’ will 
show that we can only get at their meanings in one or other of two ways; 
namely, either first, by imagining ourselves to have certain habits of action, 
or second, by examples of their use calling up into our minds concepts wliich 
were already to be called up (or to use an Aristotelian phrase, were in a 
state of first energy). But if we try accepting the second alternative, the 
question will arise, How did these ideas ever get into our minds? The 
answer must be as before: either they had a pragmaticistic origin or they 
lay hidden in our minds aheady. In short we are reduced either to saying 
that the ultimate intellectual purport of a word conforms to the pragmaticis- 
tic programme or to saying that abstract ideas are part of our original 
instinctive nature. For my part, I think both are true. But everybody 
nowadays agrees that all our instincts are pragmaticistic. That is what 
Darwinism means above aU else. Our instincts have a practical purpose. ; 
So, then, to reduce a concept to instinct, as the Scotch philosophers very 
justly do, is really to say that its intellectual import and value lies in general 

' Unpublished fragment by Charles S. Peirce, at Widener Library, University 
Archives, Peirce MSS, I B 1, box 1. 
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modes of action. This argument could be buttressed by others, such as that 
of my paper entitled ‘The Fhcation of Behef (Pop. Sci. Monthly for Nov. 
1877, vol. xii, p. 1), the whole purpose of which was to prepare the reader 
for the pragmaticistic method of thinking. 

The following brief statement will go too deep to be persuasive. It 
will simply skim the cream of forty yeais of thought. 

My classification of the sciences purpoits to be a natural classifica- 
tion such as the taxonomical biologists draw up; and here, less for the sake 
of the opinion itself than for the illustration it affords of my method of 
thinking, I wish to expres.s dissent tiom a certain form of reasoning that is 
universal among the taxonomists. Namely, they are in the habit of taking 
two forms that appear to he markedly dillerent, and if they can find speci- 
mens to bridge the interval between them with a “series” in which successive 
numbers show hardly any perceptible diilerence, they say that those two 
forms belong to the same natural species and that there is but a single 
natural class to which all the specimens belong. But I say, on the contrary, 
that it may be a hard fact of nature that a whole consists of three or more 
diEerent divisions, and yet it may be a pure matter of arbitrary election to 
which of those three divisions almost any individual member shall be re- 
garded as belonging. I will prove this by an example. Let us imagine a 
flat piece of dough, such as would make a cruller or dough-nut if it were 



fried; and imagine this piece to have two holes in it, thus 
Now by moulding the dough, without joining any parts 
that are separate or separating any parts that are joined, 
we can give the dough an endless variety of shapes, such 


as these; 



But in all cases, there will be two holes which make the dough to 
consist of drrec parts, the part between the holes, the part between one 
hole and the outside boundary of the dough, and tire part between the 
other hole aird the outside boundary of the dough. 




Peirce’s Manuscript on "Hume on Miracles 
and Laws of Nature” 

In a manuscript dated 1901, now at the Smithsonian Institution, Peirco 
divided Langley’s assignment of the topic, “On the ‘Laws of Nature,’ as under- 
stood by Hume’s contemporaries and by our own, with special leference to 
his argument on miracles,” into eleven subsidiary questions, as follows; 

I. What i.s a Law of Nature? Peirce’s answer was; “a predictive [prog- 
nostic, foreknowing] generalization of observations,” and raised tire quesdoir, 
how can the rcasorr of man attain such foreknowledge, unless “tire fact that 
he can so attain proves that there is an energizing reasonableness that 
shapes phenomena in some sense, and that this same working reasonable- 
ness has moulded the reason of man into something like its own image?” 

II. What conception of a Law of Nature teas entertained in England 
in Hume’s day, not hy those who wrote upon the subject, but by the silent 
mass of educated men? Here Peirce pointed to Ockhamist nominalism as 
the oldest opinion rife in Hume’s day, and “which was developed in the 
first half of the XIVth century, and has had a very strong following in 
England from that day even to our own [for example, Karl Pearson] 
without yet betraying any great signs of enfeeblement. This opinion is, that 
there is but one mode of Being, that of individual objects or facts; and 
that this is sufficient to explain everything, provided it be borne in mind 
that among such objects are included signs, that among signs there are 
general signs, that is to say, signs applicable each to more than a single 
object, and that among such general signs are included the different in- 
dividual conceptions of the mind ... I will simply aver, from having 
analyzed the whole argument, that the Ockimmists are forced to say of a 
law of nature that it is a similarity between phenomena, which similarity 
consists in the fact that somebody thinks the phenomena similar. But when 
they are asked why future phenomena conform to the law, they are apt to 
evade the question as long as they can.” Peirce, in this remarkably clear 
statement of the nominalist position which he thought all modern philosophy 
was tainted with, attacks three forms of it: (a) the uniformity of nature 
as an ultimate incomprehensible fact, (b) disembodied revelation, (c) God’s 
will — which Peirce calls an explanation d la turc/ue even when used by 
Descartes, because it “rendered philosophizing so reposeful!” 
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III. What conception of laws of nature is enteitained today by the 
generality of educated men? Against Langley’s opinion Peirce tliought it is 
“the same Ockhamistic conception which was commonest in Hume’s time; 
for most men I meet, when they refer to such matters, talk the language of 
Mill’s Logic.” This includes Mill’s appeal to the uniformity of nature as an 
“ultimate fact” which Peirce declares, as he did in 1860 in conversation with 
Chauncey Wright, incompatible with the idea of evolution, an idea which 
was destined to alter scientific logic and cosmology. 

IV. Whal is the cariception of law entertained today by typical 
scientific men? Peirce’s answer is prope-posilivistic and pragmatistic; “It 
does not belong to the function of a scientific man to ascertain the meta- 
physical essence of laws of natine. On the contiary, that task calls for 
talents widely difleient from those which he requires. Still, the metaphysi- 
cian’s account of law ought to be in harmony with the practice of the 
scientific man in discoveiing the laws; and in the mind of the typical 
scientific man, untioubled by dabbling with metaphysical theories, there 
will grow up a notion of law rooted in his own practice.” 

V. What was Hume's argument against miracles? Here Peirce divided 
Hume’s tcntli chapter of his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding 
( 1748) , “On Miracles,” into two parts, the first consisting of the first tliiiteen 
paragraphs “which contains the gist of the whole,” and the second part 
consisting of tlie remaining paragraphs. After condensing the argument of 
each paragraph in a sentence, Peirce made historical and critical comments 
on each. He especially scrutinized Hume’s remark “a wise man proportions 
his belief to the evidence,” by defining “evidence” much more rigorously than 
Hume and in the sense of the calculus of probabilities (which Peirce illus- 
trated in a problem). He concluded that Hume erroneously assumed in line 
with his nominalistic metaphysics that single instances of an induction are 
independent "evidences.” Whence Hiimo was hopelessly wrong in talking 
of the numerical veracity of a witness, though if “balancing evidences” 
bo interpreted not numerically nor in the frequency sense of probable infer- 
ence, but psychologically, “then with the proper clefinitions, there can be no 
doubt that hi.s [Hume’s] method of ‘balancing evidences' is profound and 
oxciillent, and that his arginnont does refute all very extraordinary histories." 
Tliis is the most technical part of Peirce’s manuscript, and should he of in- 
terest to logical theorists of probability as well as to students of the history 
of the subject. 

VI. What is the bearing upon this argument of any particular con- 
ception of the laws of nalure, or of the metaphysical essence of a miracle? 
Peirce here indicated that Hume did not have to say that a miracle was 
impo.ssible or a violation of the law's of nature in the sense of Aquinas’ “order 
of nature,” but should have simply stuck to the position of the church fathers 
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that a miracle was a “marvel” or sometliing very unusual in human experi- 
ence. 

VII. What effect did Hume’s argument produce upon the minds of 
those of Hume’s contemporaries who did not publish their opinions? Pence’s 
opinion was that “it really only appealed to Ockhamists, very few of whom 
were not already dead-against miracles.” 

VIII. What bearing did those persons who did not express their 
opinions in print conceive that the metaphtjsical essence of a law of nature 
had upon Hume’s argument? If “law” meant “decree of the Almighty,” 
then Hume’s argument “could, and did, lead men to argue that what would 
he exceedingly improbable under ordinary circumstances, might become 
highly probable vvhen God wished to reveal himself.” But such reasoning 
is too abstruse for most men, and nonsensical trr the Ockhamist. 

IX. Does Hume’s argument affect the educated men of our day differ- 
ently; and if so, why? Peirce remarks here that “very few Christians now 
rest tlieir faith on the gospel miracles. They believe in the religion because 
of some personal experince of their own.” (Note that William James was at 
this time preparing to deliver his Gifford Lectmus on The Varieties of 
Religious Experience.) The German critics, adds Peirce, have exploited 
Hume’s psychological irpproach in their historical theories of Christianity. 
Hume “was really one of the great geniuses in psychology.” 

X. Has any change in the usual co-nception of a law of nature been 
influential in causing the change of attitude toward Hume’s argument? 
Peirce’s reply ran squarely counter to Langley’s original notions which had 
led to aU the correspondence and the various versions of Peirce’s paper: 
“The very same conception of a law of nature which was most widely 
adopted in Hume’s day is certainly the one most widely adopted now . . . 
It is true that a section of the scientific .world has of late been considerably 
occupied with the essentially provisional character of scientific theories. 
There is nothing new about this. St. Augustine, in connection with miracles, 
remarked that unregenerate man can know nothing of the real order of 
nature, and that a miracle is but a violation of tbe laws of nature so far as 
we know them; and Bishop Butler, in Plume’s day repeated the remark.” 
There is nothing in Ockhamism to make miracles impossible, for positive 
experience as the sole support of belief logically makes mhacles improbable, 
Peirce concludes tliis part with anolher implied reference to his own meta- 
physical evolutionism; “So far as there are, in our times, evolutionary tend- 
encies, which aheady begin to cause us to regard laws from a different point 
of vieW) there is lire germ of ideas destined to destroy Ockhamism, and with 
it the argument of Hume against miracles.” 

XL What are the real merits of Hume’s argument? Against Plume’s 
empiricism, Peiice argued that “every item of science comes originally from 



226 


Appendix D 

conjecture, which has only been pruned down by experience.” An inade- 
quate Ockhamistic logic of hypothesis has produced ridiculous results by 
modern German critics of ancient history, “with whom it is a constant prac- 
tice to deny the testimony of all the witnesses and to set down what seems 
likely in a German University town in the place of Iristory . . . The same 
principle has been practically applied on the continent of Europe to judicial 
evidence; and if anybody is shocked by the hideous wrongs perpetrated by 
our own courts and district attorney’s offices, he can find some bahn for his 
wounded Ameiicanisin in Studying the results of the method in question 
in continental ‘justice.’ ” ^ 

‘ Major A. Ureyfiis’ Five Yean of Mtj Life appeared in 1901. 
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Arthur O. Lovejoy, "A Note on Peirce’s 
Evolutionism” 

The interconnection of Peirce’s ideas herei is curious, and some re- 
mark upon it may perhaps be worthwhile. He seems to argue thus; 1. A 
cosmological or cosmogonic theory is more deserving of acceptance if it 
satisfies the “religious instinct.” 2. The religious instinct leads us to believe 
in a God as Creator of the “universe of nature.” 3. It therefore leads us to 
believe that the created world has a character which is worthy of its Creator. 
4. The "theory of objective chance” is in accord with these two beliefs. 5. 
Therefore, that theory is deserving of acceptance on religious as well as 
other grounds; it satisfies the “religious instinct.” 

Why does it? one asks. Peirce’s answer is; Because it represents the 
created world as originally a pure chaos, a world without laws (i.e., without 
fixed habits), with “nothing rational in it” — but out of which, purely in con- 
sequence of the “law” of arithmetical probabilities, rationality gradually 
and increasingly and necessarily emerged. But why was it more "worthy 
of the Creator” to create a chaos than to give the world some habits — a 
certain amount, at least, of rationality — from the outset? Would not the 
supposition that he did so be more satisfying to the “religious instinct”? And 
does the “theory of objective chance” give any reason for postulating a 
Creator? A chaos is a world of chance — one in which no one kind of exist- 
ence, and no one, and no limited number, of "ways of happening,” is more 
probable than another, within the limits (if any) set by the whole number 
of possible ways of happening. (Does Peirce postulate such limits?) And 
even though, according to the “theorem of probability,” order, laws, particu- 
lar and fixed ways of happening, must increasingly preponderate over the 
original chaos, this is a purely logical and, so to say, automatic necessity. 

But the conception of a Creator-God has usually been supposed to ex- 
plain why the creation has one character rather than another, and it Is at 
least assumed by Peii'ce that there ought to be a correspondence between 
its character and that of its Creator, But a) if its initial character was that 
of complete promiscuous diversity, and variability without any laws of 
variation, it could hardly be said to have any "character” as a whole — unless 
this absence of continuing and determinate character be itself called a 

* The quotation from Peirce, referred to by Professor Lovejoy, occurs as the 
penultimate paragraph of Chapter IV above. 
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“character.” In the chaos, everything that could be, or could happen, sooner 
or later was, or did happen — in entiie independence of everything else 
that was, or happened; for if one variation had been correlated with any 
otlier, there would have been a “law.” b) If, however, you argue back from 
the assumed original “character” of the world to that of the Creator, he 
also would seem to have no particular character, in the sense of preferring 
one kind of world rather than anothei — except that the one thing which 
you would have to say that he did not prefer was “rationaUty” or “order.” 
Whatever else bo said of this, it hardly seems religiously edifying, c) More- 
over, Peirce’s .sole reason for believing in his original chaos is that, while 
regularity needs to be “explained,” iixegularity docs not; it is apparently 
for him self-explanatory. No theory, therefore, would seem less to require 
the hypothesis of a Cieator. 

Aside from this theological aspect of Peirce’s cosmological theory: 
why does he assume that a chaos would necessarily become increasingly 
less chaotic? The question is pertinent to the quotation from Peirce on page 
81 — “ which is the cmcial argument both with respect to the analogy be- 
tween Darwinism and Peirce’s cosmological theory, and to the justification 
of that theory. The assumption necessary to permit the inference that a 
chaotic world would, of necessity, become gradually more "reasonable” is 
diat (in the situation postulated) there are “large numbers of objects hav- 
ing a tendency to retain certain characters imaltered,” i.e., there are assumed 
to be some "objects” which already have the habit of remaining chiefly, 
though not wholly, as they were. This con-esponds to the factor of heredity 
in the Darwinian tlieory; in spite of the slight chance deviations in the off- 
spring, the latter in the main have the same characters as their parents. But 
if tliis tendency to “stay put” is the Darwinian counterpart of Peirce’s “cos- 
mic reasonableness,” it seems difficult to understand why there should be 
any “evolution,” any increase of reasonableness. So far as this factor 
operated, it would tend to produce fixity of characters or of ways of be- 
having, vvhether in organisms or in “objects” in general; things would con- 
tinue to be what they were in tho beginning. 

The evolutionary factor, the one making for the development of new 
species, in the Darwinian theory, consists initially in the chance variations. 
These do not, in any given generation, preponderate over the fixity-factor 
(heredity) , but in the coinse of many generations certain kinds of variations 
tend to become fixed, and the accumulation of a number of these produces 
changes in specific characters, so that the descendants of a given kind of 

“ “This Darwinian principle is plainly capable of great generalization. 
Wlierever there are large numbers of objects having a tendency to retain certain 
characters unaltered, tliis tendency, however, not being absolute but giving room 
for chance variations . . . there will be a gradual tendency to change in direc- 
tions of departure from them." 
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organism may differ from it widely, and even lose some of the characters 
of their remote ancestors — while other variations are not perpetuated and 
speedily disappear. But why? Because, says Darwin, of the selective action 
of the envii’onment; the adaptive characters are conserved and become fixed 
characters (so long as the environment remains relatively constant), the 
nonadaptive ones are eliminated. 

Now this means that the theory of natural selection, as an explanation 
of organic evolution, is not simply a "theoicm of probability.” If you knew 
the range of pos.sible variations, and assumed complete randomness, you 
might, by applying the calculus of probabilities, predict how many kinds 
of chance variations would appear among tiro offspring of a certain number 
of pairs of parent-organisms of a given species in a given time; the proba- 
bility would be diat, the more numerous the births and the longer the time, 
the more nearly the numbers of the several kinds of variations would ap- 
proach equality. But you could not predict, by any calculus of probabilities, 
that certain of the variations would be selected for survival and augmenta- 
tion, and certain other kinds be eliminated. This requires the assumption 
of an empirical or factual causal determinant, a quasi-mechanical factor. 
You must assume that some of the dice (i.e., variations) are loaded (i.e., 
adaptive), others not. Now, is there any analogy between this and Pierce’s 
assumption of the evolution of “concrete reasonableness” in “nature” as a 
whole? There does not seem to be in the latter any external factor playing 
the r61e of the selective action of the environment in Darwin; and to this 
extent, at least, the analogy between Darwin’s evolutionary biology and 
Peirce’s scheme of cosmical evolution breaks down. 

Peirce does deduce the evolution of “concrete reasonableness” from 
a theorem of probability alone — or professes to; Darwin does not deduce the 
evolution of new species from a theorem of probability alone. Plow does 
Peirce do so? The question might be concretely put thus: Suppose (as 
Peirce does) an early — though not strictly primordial — state of the physical 
universe. Suppose that in this state there arc (to keep the numbers small) 
100 “objects,” of which 30, to be called Class A, “have a tendency to retain 
certain characters unaltered,” though with “some room for chance varia- 
tions” (which objects, in other words, are already preponderantly “reason- 
able”), while 70 of die objects, called Class B, have no such tendency, but 
alter their characters to an indefinite extent and in a perfectly lawless man- 
ner. Given these suppositions, Peirce seems to argue. Class A will in the 
course of time become still more numerous, relatively to Class B. Why? 
Peirce’s answer apparently is: Because, since the objects in Class B vary 
their characters promiscuously in all possible ways, and since one possible 
“character” is that of "retaining” other “characters unaltered,” some objects 
in Class B will sooner or later, in their random variations, acquire this char- 
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acter (call it R) — of not varying, or at least of not varying so much and so 
promiscuously. Consequently, the number of objects of Glass A will be in- 
creased by accidental additions from Class B, but not vice-versa. Thus in 
the long run Class A will become more and Class B less numerous, and in 
the process of the ages things will lose all their original "spontaneity” and 
mutual independence, and the world will become “an absolutely perfect, 
rational and symmetrical system.” (There seems, incidentally, to be a curious 
wavering in Peirce’s valuations; he sometimes writes as if “spontaneity,” 
"freedom,” or "ireationality” were a good thing, at other times as if the best 
possible state of things would be one from which it was completely ex- 
cluded. ) 

The "trick” of the argument, if I may put it so, consists in including 
among the possible random variations a tendency to depart from random 
vai-iation, and in assuming that, in a finite time, this variation, R, will in- 
evitably appear again and again. There seems to bo no counterpart to this 
crucial as.sumption in the Darwinian theory. And it is not clear to me that 
it is a permissible assumption. For in the chaos the number of possible ran- 
dom variations must be either infinite or limited. If it is infinite, tlrere is 
no assurance that variation R would turn up in less than an infinite time, 
And if the number is limited — i.e., if some conceivable possibilities of varia- 
tion are excluded — there is no assurance that variation R would be among 
those included. It might, upon such an assumption, be one of the arbitrarily 
favored possibilities; but is there any reason given by Peirce for supposing 
that it will or must be? If not, his attempt to deduce the necessity of the 
emergence of regularity from the conception of “absolute chance” appears to 
lack cogency — even if there were no other difficulties in his "tyehistic” cos- 
mogony, as I tliink there are. 




Biographical Notes on Nicholas St. John 
Green (1835-1876) 

Nicholas St, John Green was born at Dover, New Hampshire on 
March 30, 1830, and died in Cambridge, Massachusetts, September 8, 1876. 
Chauncey Wright, also born in 1830, knew Green while they were prepar- 
ing for Harvard as students of the Rev. Rufus ElHs at Northampton, birth- 
place of Wright, J. B, Thayer, and W. E. Gumey. Green was present with 
the novelist Henry James at Wright’s deathbed in September 1875. Wright 
was for die last years of his life Green’s most intimate fiiend and a fre- 
quent visitor at his house at 8 Story Street in the block adjoining Wright’s 
room on Brattle Street. John Fiske was also a close friend, and on Sunday 
mornings Green — who was not a churchgoer — often went with his son, 
Frederick, to visit the portly, pipe-smoking, beer-drinking historian and cos- 
mic evolutionist in his home on Berkeley Street. Other Sunday calls were 
made to Dean Gurney and to Henry W. Piiine, a leader of the Boston bar. 
Green’s father was the Rev, James D. Green, a Harvard graduate of tlie 
class of 1817, who changed from the Congregational to the Unitarian min- 
istry, preaching at Lynn and East Cambridge, and then retired fiom the 
ministry to be mayor of Cambridge in 1847, 18.53, 1860, and 1861. Nicholas 
Green’s mother was a daughter of Judge Durell of Dover, New Hampshire 
who at one time was congressman for that district. Her brother was Ed- 
ward Durell, a mayor of New Orleans, appointed by President Lincoln to 
be a district judge in Louisiana. She was a granddaughter of John Went- 
worth, a signer of the Articles of Confederation, and own cousin to “Long” 
John Wentworth, several times mayor of Chicago, and congressman. Thus 
Green had many relatives active in die judicial and political history of the 
country. 

When Green was graduated at Harvard College in the class of 1851, 
with James Bradley Thayer and Christopher Columbus Langdell, he was 
much interested in medicine and started as a student in die medical school, 
but gave it up because the sight of blood made him faint and sick. So he 
studied law instead, under Story and Washburn. One of his closest friends 
at college was Joseph H. Choate of the class of 1852, who became a leader 
of the New York bar. In Boston, Green became a junior partner of the 
spectacular criminal lawyer. Civil War general, and politician, Benjamin 
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Franklin Butler (1818-1893). Their practice was chiefly in criminal and 
personal injury cases, in vvhich Green found much of human interest. He 
liked Butler, though not perhaps without some reserves. They were alike 
in their sympathy for the unfortunate and in their dislike of the self-styled 
aristocrats of Beacon Hill whose pretensions Butler always took delight in 
puncturing. The partnership ended when the Civil War broke out and 
Butler becarne a major-general. Green soon enlisted also and served as 
paymaster under Butler at Norfolk. Later he resumed practice in Boston by 
himself, and continued in it until his death. 

After the publication of a distinguished scholarly article on “Proxi- 
mate and Remote Cause” in the American Law Review, and probably in 
part bccauso of it, Green was appointed lecturer in the Harvard Law School 
in 1870. The appointment was renewed for the next two years, Meanwhile, 
Ills classmate, C. C. Lnngdoll, credited with being the iconoclastic origina- 
tor of the case method of teaching law, was made dean of the law school. 
Though Langdell is called the founder of the “case system,” his method of 
teaching was substantially diflerent horn that used afterwards at the school, 
and it is the latter that is connoted by the phrase today. The previous 
practice at the Harvard Law School, as at law schools in general, had been 
to have students read textbooks on law and then attend lectures on the 
topics in these treatises. This is the same sort of thing done today so fre- 
quently in college courses in history, philosophy, and other subjects, Lang- 
dell substituted the reading of reports of selected cases for the reading of 
treatises on law, and his lectures consisted of comments on these cases. 
However, under the case system developed by his successor Ames and 
others, the students take a more active part in class, stating the cases, the 
facts, the decisions and reasons for them, and criticizing them under the 
control of the instructor. Green did not like Langdell’s method of teaching, 
and when some Boston lawyers induced Boston University to start its own 
law school in 1873 he was offered a position there. On mentioning the offer 
to President Eliot, Green was told that he could not teach in both law 
schools. Since the Harvard salary was the larger, perhaps the President 
thought that the matter was ended. It was decisive, but in the opposite way. 
Green, washing to keep his independence, chose the position with the lower 
salary. At the Boston University Law School during 1874-75 Green was 
asked to perform the executive duties of Dean Hillard during the dean’s 
illness. He also lectured on Kent’s Commentaries and on Torts, and con- 
tinued to act as dean until his death. 

Prior to his leaving Harvard, Green had taught not only in the law 
school but in the college, where he gave courses in philosophy (logic, meta- 
physics, and psychology) and political economy. It appears that he wrote 
some book reviews for the Nation, but they have not been identified. His 
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son also reports that he has lost the manuscript of his father’s review of 
McCosh’s Logic, and that the review was never printed, presumably be- 
cause it was severely critical, ending with “We do not say this is the worst 
possible book on Logic, but it is the worst we have ever seen.” Unlike so 
many university teachers, Green was evidently not daunted in his thinking 
by the authority of college presidents. Likewise, in his legal teaching he 
had contempt for the maxim stare decisis. The obituary notices in the law 
journals and Boston newspapers give us a glimpse of the man as an excep- 
tional lawyer, teacher, and independent thinker: 

“Mr. Green was a strong character. He was full of earnest en- 
deavor to strengthen the school, and fond of his students. Ilis weakness, if 
he had any as an instractor, was his contempt for the maxim stare decisis. 
He loved to attack adjudications. He had a great fund of good nature, of 
which the students often availed themselves during his lectures by ques- 
tions which were not always relevant to the point at issue and which he 
always received pleasantly and in fact seemed to enjoy.” ^ 

"Mr. Green graduated from Harvard College twenty five years ago, 
and from the Dane Law School ten years later [1861]. Soon after his admis- 
sion to the bar, he entered into partnership with General Butler, continuing 
with him five or six years, gaming a high reputation and an extensive prac- 
tice. At the close of the war, Mr. Green was appointed an instructor in mental 
philosophy, in Harvard College, which position he held with distinction until 
his appointment as lecturer in the Dane Law School. The latter post he 
occupied for several years and in it achieved great success. Three years ago 
he refused the lectureship to accept a similar position in the Law School of 
Boston University. His honorable and successful connection with this institu- 
tion is widely known. For two years prior to his death, he was Dean of the 
department, and to his ability and management the success of the Boston 
Law School is very largely due. As a lawyer Mr. Green had few equals. He 
argued some of the most intricate eases which are reported in the Massa- 
chusetts Reports. As a legal critic his abilities were of the highest order. In 
Iris dealh, there is a vacancy left which will not soon be filled.” ^ 

' Obituary notice of Nicholas St. John Green, The Green Bag, I, 54. 

‘Central Law Journal, III, 603 (Sept. 15, 1870). Albany Law Journal, XIV, 
236 (Sept. 22, 1870). Nicholas St. John Green, Dean of the Boston Law School, 
died at his home in Cambridge on September 8, 1876. “He had been suffering 
for some time, and to relieve himself, took an overdose of laudanum which re- 
sulted in his death.” The following verses by a George Sennott were published in 
a Boston newspaper soon after Greens death, and later in LitteU’s Living Age: 

Nicholas St. John Green 
Dear Friend! The ancient elegiac strain 
For Death, was death itself and dark despair, 

Each word a sob; the vain lament in vain 
Fell on the careless air. 
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Extracts from notices published in the Boston newspapers follow; 


. . for one of his years, but few have done so much and so well. 
He had a fine legal mind, and although more especially attracted to special 
branches of the law, he vvas well grounded in all its essential departments 
. . . He was a man of learning and accomplishments in other branches than 
the law. Metaphysics were his study and his delight. He had a warm heart, 
and was ready to make any sacrifice to serve a friend.” 


“As a lecturer, few have equalled him in the clear, graphic and impres- 
.sivc manner in which he placed his subject before the students. He was not 
only iboiougbly conversant with his subject himself, but had the happy and 
rare faculty of imparting that knowledge with a directness, simplicity and 
interest that the ordinary mind that gave him attention could not fail to 
understand and appreciate. Often with commonplace illustrations, by imagi- 
nary Incidents and events, the point that he wished to fix on the mind and 
memory of the student was so strongly set forth that no one could fail to 
see its scope atrd comprehend its application. With students he was always 
exceptionally popular, and by his courtesy, kindness, patience and geniality, 
gained not only respectful listeners, but won many rvarm personal friends 
and ardent admirers. He was no man’s mouthpiece, and could give a reason 
for the faith that was in him. The number, the oppressive dignity of judges, 
or their apparent opposition against him never awed him into acquiescence 
of a principle or a decision that he beheved wrong or not fully affirmed in 
the premises and reasoning on which they were claimed to he based. As a 
man we hardly think he was in complete sympathy with the peculiar phases 
of life about him, to which we must always conform to a ceidain extent to 
draw us the popular applause of the community in which we live ... He 
could not cut and trim his ideas to any formal style, however widely he saw 
it adopted by his fellow citizens. His nature, like his stature, was erect, inde- 
pendent and unfettered. But our subject is greater than our pen.” 

Belter our teachings — though diey teach a.s well 
flow deathles.s atoms in eternal flow 
Compose these mortal bodies where we dwell. 

And all things high and low. 

Can .senseless atoms live — forever live 
And that which animates them ever die? 

Can we together brought without our leave, 

Then forced apart to fly, 

Be worse for immortality? Our loss 
Cannot be lasting while He lasts, to teU 
What glory shines behind his bitter cross 
Who doeth all things well. 
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Biographical Notes on Joseph B. 

Warner (1848-1923) 

A lawyer’s professional life is by definition ono of actions either in the 
courts or, more frequently, in settlements out of court, so that it is not 
surprising that the historian of American pragmatism will inquire into the 
history and philosophical ideas of lawyers, even when, as in the case of 
Joseph B. Warner, they are hidden in a brief record of biography and 
publication. If Peirce bad not mentioned him as a member of the Meta- 
physical Club,’- Warner would not figure at all in the history of American 
philosophic thought, but he may be viewed as reflecting and criticizing 
some of the evolutionary and pragmatic ideas of Wright as his teacher, and 
of Green and Holmes, at work in the practical business of American law. Let 
us look at the little we know of his life and scant writings. 

The Boston Transcript of January 2, 1923 contains the following death 
notice: 


“Joseph Bangs Warner, prominent until a few years ago as a Boston 
lawyer, died last night at the family home, 23 Brimmer Street, this city. Mr. 
Warner was bom in the old Fort Hill square section of Boston, August 5, 
1848, and was the son of Caleb Henry Warner, president of one of the old- 
time banks, and Elizabeth (Bangs) Warner, and was a descendant of Wil- 
ham Warner of Ipswich, who settled in that town in 1636. He studied at 
Harvard and received his A.B. degree in 1869 and his A.M. in 1872. He 
studied law in the office of William G. Russell of Boston and entering the 
Harvard Law School received his LL.B.” and began the practice of law in 

' Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, edited by C. IIarl.shorne and 
P. Weis.s, 6 vols. (Cambridge, Mas.s., 1934-1936), 5.12. 

Jo.sfiph B. 'Warner while at die Harvard Law School was a student of C. C. 
Langdell, Dane Professor of Law. “Young Warner, a keen logician (and one of 
the first ooiaverts to the new ideas), cornered him [Langdell] s(iuarely one day, 
amidst a hurricane of derisive clapping and stamping. Would it be believed, 'tbo 
old crarik’ went back to the same point the next time and worked it all out to a 
different conclusion. Most of the class would see nofliing in this system but mental 
confusion and social humiliation. They began to drop away fast.” 'Tt was Ames who 
fuUy developed tlie Socratlc metliod of teaching: Langdell never encouraged much 
discus.sion in class, and in later life was so brimful of his subject that he confined 
himself to straight lecturing” (Samuel F. Batchelder, Bits of Harvard History 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1924), pp. 316, SiSn.l). 
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Boston being a member of the firm of Warner, Warner & Stackpole, which 
firm today is bnown as Warner, Staclqrole & Bradlee. Mr. Warner continued 
to practice until 1916. 

“Mr. Warner was a trustee of Radchfie College and at one time had 
been a bmstce of Simmons College. He also had been an instructor in history 
at Harvard during the years 1872 and 1873, and was a lecturer in the 
Harvard Law' School in 1886 and 1887. At one time he belonged to several 
organizations, but had relinquished all associations some time before his last 
illness vvhich began seven years ago. In his legal practice Mr. Warner was 
an active factor in bringing about the big Boston & Maine merger a number 
of years ago. 

"In 1876, Mr. Warner married at Cambridge, Margaret Woodbmy 
Storer. His two sons are Roger Sherman Warner, and Langdon Warner, and 
there is a brother Henry E. Warner of Boston.” 

At Harvard, he was a student in Chauncey Wright’s small course of 
university lectures on psychology in 1870, in which Bain’s work was used 
as a text. Warner testified as a “friend” in bis letter of recollections in J. B, 
Thayer’s Letters of Chauncey Wright, that the lectures were not successful 
because Wright had the habit of talking “in a monotonous way, without 
emphasis, and they failed to arouse interest ... In looking over the notes 
which I took at the time, I find that he began at the very beginning, and 
ventured to expect no philosophical training, and hardly even a knowledge 
of philosophical terms, in his hearers. In this sort of work, he had had, I 
suppose, no experience. A poorer man might have done it better. The class 
did not aid him much by discussion, — a thing for which he expressed regret 
to me in private. But his monotonous fluency seemed, to those of the class 
who did not know him, to forbid interruption. He showed the utmost 
patience; but I do not think that he quite knew how to approach the 
class ... lie did not talk over our heads; but he failed to interest us. You 
may think it strange, for you have undoubtedly seerr him, as I often have, 
irrierest and instruct cliildren and persons without special training. But 
what he could do in conversation, stimulated by questions, and himself in- 
terested in the effect of his teaching or talking, he could not (or at least did 
not) do in these lectures, where he had not one point to ejcpound, but a 
system to cover, and tliat to a knot of persons who made little response but 
devout scribbling in dieir notebooks.”® 

This letter of Warner may throw some light not only on Wright as a 
teacher hut on Warner’s early empirical and psychological mode of evaluat- 
ing educational method in terms of practical experience on the part of the 

‘The Letters of Chauncey Wright, edited by T. B. Thayer (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1878), pp. 213-14. 
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teacher in techniques of arousing the interest of his students. Lake John 
Stuart Mill and Chauncey Wright, Warner was deeply interested in higher 
education for women, and took an active part in founding Simmons College 
and RadcliEe College. 

The next piece of published writing by Warner is his review of 
Holmes’s Common Law in 1881.'* Warner had helped Holmes in editing 
Kent’s Commentaries on American Law in 1873. Hence, Warner’s review 
was based on an intimate acquaintance with Holme.s’s background and his- 
torical approach to the law. Something of Wright’s cautious attitude to 
umestrained evolutionism, is reflected in Warner’s comment on Holmes’s 
liistorical method; “The gieat danger in this method is that the theory ac- 
count for too much,” Holmes’s articles in the American Law Review some- 
times reveal an “overrefinement of elaborate historical explanations of 
ideas which have their sufiicienl source in the constant traits of human 
nature.” ^ However, Warner finds Holmes, when he is not looking too 
deep into historical customs as “survivals” in the law, remains on the 
ground of common sense allowing spontaneity and the exigencies of life as 
“the great controlling agencies, however tenaciously old ideas may cling 
to the rules of lasv,” Holmes’s Common Law shows how the living power 
of man interferes in history to make things as he wants them, and this 
power of interference is an essential part of the evolutionary process in 
the human world. But again, the ghost of Wright’s critique of the excesses 
of evolutionism appears in Warner’s ensuing remark that Holmes goes 
further than the evidence warrants when he emphasizes so much the con- 
stant adaptation of law to the needs of the community. Warner does not 
use our modern sociologist’s phrase “cultural lag,” but as a practical 
lawyer he is aware that the law moves slowly. Tliough “considerations of 
convenience and policy must in the end prevail, it cannot be denied that 
the dead hand of the old law lies with no light pressure upon the courts.” ® 
Holmes’s book makes it probable that the adaptability of the law is in- 
creasing, especially through the legislative office of the courts. The law 
is becoming to be understood as wbat the judges say it is. 

There is, in Warner, the same reaction against German idealistic 
ethics of an intuitive or metaphysical sort (Kant, Hegel), as we find in 
Wright and Green. He lauds Holmes’s utilitarian and evolutionary theory 
of the “external standard” of judging right and wrong in terms of objective, 
historical consequences for society rather than by reference to unverifiable 
intent on the part of the defendant. We have thus made some progress in 
the law from its earliest origins in private vengeance or family feuds. 

* American Law Review (May 1881), p. 332. 

^American Law Review (May 1881), p. 333. 

'Ibid. 
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Holmes “manifests the tendency in modern ethics toward objective grounds, 
and away from intuitive and metaphysical theories of morals.” ’’’ 

The application of the external standards of conduct entails certain 
logical and social features. Logically, the law raises hypothetical questions 
of fact: “Would a man of average prudence have done so?” Warner does 
not tell us how to find out what a man of average pnidcnce does, but he 
does suggest that direct analysis needs to be supplemented with the results 
of historical research, such as Holmes’s Common Law provides. ^ In contrast 
with Langdcll’s mode of treatment of such topics as consideration in the 
law of contracts, Holmes’s approach is closer to the hfo of the law. Clearly 
Holmes’s work is by no means solely historical in purpose for a good part 
of it is devoted to analyses of existing laws, for example, of possession, con- 
tracts, ownership, and real estate covenants. "The study of the genesis of 
an idea adds an entirely new interest, and gives an almost inexplicable ease 
of comprehension when the direct analysis of the idea is undertaken.” 

Thus Warner strives to maintain a practical man’s equihbrium be- 
tween the excesses of historical evolutionism in which an overoptimistic 
belief in progress prevails and the static conception of legal logic in which 
the judge simply apphes abstract rules to particular cases. Green, Warner, 
and Holmes found Langdell’s “case metliod” a mechanical travesty on the 
historical life of the law. A truly inductive method should trace the develop- 
ment of the law in response to changing conditions instead of simply using 
the cases of law as illustrating abstract rules which do not in fact operate 
in the historical making of judicial decisions. 

Ten years after this review of Holmes, Warner was engaged by a dis- 
tinguished philosopher at Harvard, Josiah Royce, to protect his interests 
in a possible charge of libel raised by the “radical” theologian, Francis El- 
Ungwood Abbot. It was an unpleasant episode in the philosophical life of 
academic Cambridge. Abbot had published the lectures he had given in 
an advanced course in the philosophy department during Royce’s leave of 
absence (1888), under the title The Way Out of Agnosticism or the Phi- 
losophy of Free ReligionA^ Royce in a more than caustic review in the 
International Journal of Ethics, of which he was co-editor with Felix Adler, 
ventured “to speak plainly, by way of professional warning to the liberal- 
minded public concerning Dr. Abbot’s philosophical pretensions. And my 
warning takes the form of saying that if people Eire to think in this confused 
way, unconsciously borrowing from a great speculator like Hegel, and then 
depriving the borrowed conception of the peculiar subtlety of statement that 
made it useful in its place — and if we readers are for our part to accept such 

’’American Law Review (May 1881), p. 336. 

"American Law Review (May 1881), p. 33Y. 

' Ibid, “ Second edition, Boston, 1890. 



239 


Joseph B. Warner 

scholasticism as is found in Dr. Abbot’s concluding sections as at all re- 
sembling philosophy — then it were far belter for the world that no reflec- 
tive thinking whatever should be done.” Royce ended his review by say- 
ing that he “showed no mercy and asked for none.” Abbot in an open letter 
to the overseers of Harvard asked whether in the light of such a mali- 
cious and libelous aspersion on his character, Professor Royce ought not be 
held accountable. Abbot had also written a reply which Adler hold up pend- 
ing the preparation of a rejoinder by Royce, Charle.s S. Peirce then appeared 
in an open letter to the Nutio)W defending Abbot’s reputation a.s “a pro- 
found student and a highly original philosopher, some of whose results are 
substantive additions to the treasury of thought . . . Professor Royce’s 
warning is an unwarranted aspersion ... It is quite impossible not to sup- 
pose that Professor Royce conceived it was his duty thus to destroy Dr. 
Abbot’s reputation, and with that the happiness of his life.” In withholding 
Abbot’s reply, Fehx Adler, the editor-in-chief, "does not appear as very 
sti'ong in the practical department of ethics. Afterwards Professor Royce, 
through his lawyer [Joseph B. Warner] tlxreatened Dr. Abbot with legal 
proceedings if he published his reply at all.” 

WiUiam James, friend and colleague of Royce, came to his assist- 
ance, by criticizing Peirce’s statements as not founded on sufiicient knowl- 
edge of the facts. Warner then published a letter in the Natiori^-^ on behalf 
of his client, Royce, to the effect that Abbot’s reply was withheld because 
Abbot had refused to omit a personal attack. Finally, Abbot had the Wa- 
tion’-'* print part of his unprinted reply to confute Warner’s charge of be- 
ing personal. 

Twelve years later. Abbot voluntarily took his life by means of poison 
while visiting his wife’s grave. In his pocket was a brief letter stating that 
he had completed his life work — a work which had its inception in his col- 
lege days.i'’ That w'orh was a positivistic religion of evolutionism which 
led Abbot to leave the Unitarian ministry in 1863 when its freedom was 
restricted by tire Cambridge right-wing Unitarians, to found the Free Re- 
ligious Association, to edit The Index, and to write his many books on be- 
half of a scientific dieism based on evolution.^® Peirce had regarded him as 
one of die strongest thinkers he had ever known, and there is some affinity 

“ International Journal of Ethics, vol. I ( 1890). 

C. S. Peirce, “Abbot Against Royce," Nation, LIII, 372 (Nov. 12, 1801), 

^’Nation, LIII, 408 (Nov. 29, 1891). 

^‘Nation, LIII, 420 (Dec. 3. 1891), 

Boston Transcript (Saturday, Oct. 24, 1903). Cf. ‘The Late Dr. F. E. Ab- 
bot” in the same newspaper (Thursday, Nov. 19. 1903) by Edward C. Towne of 
Albany, New York. The newspaper clippings are in the New York Public Library. 

“ See Dictionary of American Biography, article on “Abbot, Francis Elung- 
wood,” by Francis A. Christie. See also. Chapter II, note 14. 
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between their religious philosophies of evolution interpreted in terms of 
Scodstic realism. 

Was it, among other things, the Royce- Abbot affair that was in War- 
ner’s mind when in 1896 be addressed the American Bar Association on 
“The Responsibilities of the Lawyer” in relation to his client? Warner 
argued that the lawyer who has to make his living defending the cause of 
almost any client that comes to him and is at the same time an ofBcer of the 
court defending justice is in a paradoxical situation. Unless the practicing 
lawyer maintains some detachment or neutrality towards the ediical merits 
of his client’s case or refuses to take it, to the extent that counsel iden- 
tifies himsclt with his client’s cause, to that extent he is responsible or 
answerable to public opinion. The professional obligations of a lawyer are 
not quite the same as those of a pubhe-minded citizen who is generally 
more free to take sides than the opposing lawyers in litigation. He is 
called upon to make the best of his client’s case in accordance with the 
rules of conduct which the courts enforce. These rules created in part by 
the legislature and in part by the handling of the courts “may or may not 
coiTCspond with the moral demands of the individual observer; it may 
work poorly in particular cases; it is quite possible that it may pennil, 
in tliis or that combination of circumstances, a result shocking to tire moral 
sense. But this is the system adopted for the business . . . and such a sys- 
tem the lawyer is called upon to administer. He is not to be taken to task, 
generally, for tire results it may produce . . . nor is his conscience usually 
to be consulted in the matter. The law, so far as it goes, is his conscience 
here. In invoking that he is not immoral, he is non-moral — administering a 
system artificial and positive, for which he is not responsible.” 

This practical principle of non-moral professional detachment is an- 
other instance of that scientific neutrality to etliics wlrich is so central to 
Wright’s thought and which appears in Holmes’s amoralism. The law is an 
anthropological document offering evidence in its historical development of 
man’s tribal passions and powerful prejudices, but nonetheless slowly re- 
sponsive to the needs of men in the clash of their interests. The lawyer is a 
hired partisan in the combat, but he has to develop an attitude of impar- 
tiality that will enable him to fight effectively in cases of opposite character 
at different times. Warner believed there is even a sense in which because 
of his impartiality the lawyer develops a moral sense more vividly than 
men iir other walks of life, for it is with the study and analysis of conduct 
with which lasvyers are always busy — ^judging men, weighing motives, dis- 
criminating alternative consequences in the most difficult of human situa- 
tions, men fighting against one another for all they can get. Our laws and 

American Bar Association Reports, XIX, 319-342 (1896). The passage 
quoted is on page 333. 
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law courts know no easy solution: “Justice does not descend, in answer 
to our prayers, pure and undefiled from heaven. It is struck out, with pain 
and sweat and conflict, in the private disputes of men. Our system is not 
devised primarily to discover ti-uth, nor is a lawyer chiefly a searcher after- 
truth. ” 

There is the drama of history and evolution in the law because of the 
conflicts of human emotions that break through in a court trial to express 
“the visible sti-uggle, old as the world, of all the passions of anger, halo, 
greed, and avarice, less wild than of old, but still full of their inherited 
spirit, and now forced into an arena which excepting war itself, is left as 
the only battlefield for these irrepressible fighting instincts of the race.” 
Warner thus shows the effect of the evolutionary controversies and social 
Darwinism of the late nineteentli century; for example, he attributes the 
ruthlessness of some lawyers to “traits which yet survive in the human ani- 
mal.” i» 

The realism of Warner’s account of tlic court as an arena is not meant 
to imply the abandonment of ideas of public service. It is a grim prag- 
matic reminder of tire tough business of effecting compromises that will keep 
men working together. “For the advancement of high purposes which are 
not to end in dreams or resolutions but in action, the one appointed way is 
to go down among men and work. This way lies open in the practice of 
law.” 

The Memorial of the Bar [1923] gives us a glimpse of Warner’s mind 
and character; “His intellectual endowment was of the highest order. His 
opportunities for study and improvement were unusual. By tireless industry 
and ceaseless study he brought to well nigh perfection his mental birth- 
right. 

"He never studied or practised the arts of the orator, but he was a 
persuasive and compelling speaker with a rich and ample vocabulary. He 
argued logically and conclusively, and there was transparent integrity in 
everything he said or did. He had an abiding common sense and was a 
master of concise and orderly statement. His temperament was equable, 
and his manner courteous. He was always the scholar, never the pedant.” 

As a member of the Saturday Club, he received the following tribute 
by Moorefield Storey: “Warner was interested as a citizen in bettering the 
administration of public affairs, as a lawyer in the reform of legal procedures, 
and he gave much time to both ... He preferred to give questions a 

American Bar Association Reports, XIX, 341. 

® American Bar Association Reports, XIX, 342. 

“ Quoted by Moorefield Storey in the Later Years of the Saturday Club, 
1870-1920, edited, by Mark A. DeWoIfe Howe (Boston and New York, 1927), p. 
298. 
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longer consideration than often seemed to me necessary. He was not impetu- 
ous or prompt in action, but his mind was critical and judicial. As an advo- 
cate, however, he was tenacious of his views and masterly in presenting 
them to the Court." 

On January 4, 1916, he was suddenly stricken so that nothing was left 
of his life but seven tragic years of suffeiing during which he was unable 
to speak intelligently or to wiite moie than a few words. “Reasoning as he 
had known it, was no longer possible, nor premeditated action. This he 
knew well enough. But theie was no beating against the bais. It was as 
if the mind had abdicated and God had taken command. What was left was 
what had been innate — comtesy, consideiateness, generosity, courage. He 
succeeded almost in robbing the thing of its tiagedy.” 

^batunlay Chib, p 299. 
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I. THE BACKGROUND OF SCIENCE AND NATURAL THEOLOGY 


1. Arthur O. Lovejoy has made the most rolable studies of pre-Dar- 
winian scientific, philosophical, and literary writings which helped prepare 
the thinkers of the ISGO’s and 1870’s (when the founders of pragmatism ap- 
peared on the scene) to be so favorably responsive to Darwin’s ideas. 
Among the early articles of Professor Lovejoy which appeared in the 
Popular Science Monthly are “Some Eighteenth Cenlury Evolutionists,” 
LXV, 238-251 (1904); “The Argument for Organic Evolution Before ‘The 
Origin of Species,’” LXXV, 499-514, 537-549 (1909); “Kant and Evolu- 
tion," LXXVII, 538-553 (1910), and LXXVIII, 38-51 (1911). These 
articles and The Great Chain of Being, A Study of the History of an Idea, 
The William James Lectures delivered at Harvard University, 1933 (Cam- 
bridge, Mass., 1936), especially chapter ix, “The Temporalizing of the 
Chain of Being,” deal with the evolutionistic ideas of Maupertuis, Buffon, 
Bonnet, Geoffrey St. Hilaire, Lord Monboddo, Goldsmith, Erasmus Darwin, 
Tennyson, Emerson, Herder, Schelling, Schopenhauer, Lamarck, Robert 
Chambers, Heihert Spencer, and A. R. Wallace. Darwin, in the third and 
sub, sequent editions of his Origin of Species, mentions about thirty-four of 
his precursors between 1794 and 1859. On the American precursor of Dar- 
win, William Charles Wells, see R. H. Shryock’s article in the Dictionary of 
American Biography; his “The Strange Case of Wells’ Theory of Natural 
Selection; Some Comments on the Dissemination of Scientific Ideas,” in 
Essays in Honor of George Sarton (New York, 1947); and Iris The Beuelop- 
ment of Modern Medicine (New York, 1947), p. 133. On evolutionism and 
on pragmatism in American philosophy, see H. W. Schneider, A History of 
American Philosophy (New York, 1946), chapters vi and viii; also, M. H. 
Fisch, “Evolution in American Philosophy,” Philosophical Reuiew, LVI, 
357-373 (July 1947), 

2. Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, 6 vols,, edited by 
Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1931-1935), vol. VI, paragraph 297 (designated by the editors as 
6.297). Cf. 5.364. Hereafter, C.F. will refer to this edition, 

3. Muriel Rukeyser, Willard Gibhs (New York, 1942). See also, C. S. 
Peirce’s review (unsigned) of The Scientific Papers of J. Willard Gihhs, in 
Nation, LXXXIV, 92 (Jan. 17, 1907): “Gibbs advanced science the world 
over more than it has ever been given to any other American researcher 
to do.” 

4. John T. Merz, History of European Thought in the Nineteenth 
Century (Edinburgh and London, 1907), I, 120n.l. See also. Clerk Max- 
well, “Illustrations of the Dynamical Theory of Gases,” Philosophical Maga- 
zine, vol. IV (1860), and The Scientific Papers of J. C. Maxwell, edited by 
W. D. Niven, 2 vols. (Cambridge, England, 1890), I, 377f. Maxwell re- 
garded the statistical method as less satisfactory than “the dynamical 
method” which strictly determined the behavior of individual particles by 
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means of the Lagiangean and Hamiltonian equations of motion. Modern 
physics has departed from Maxwell’s view and followed the line of Peirce’s 
and Boltzmann’s statistical conception of law. 

5. See J. Herschel, "Quetelet on Probabilities,” Edinburgh Renievo, 
XLII, 1-57 ( 1850 ) ; Quetelet’s work of collecting and methodizing the sta- 
tistics of crime and suicides in diSerent countries was utihzcd by Buckle 
and Mill. H. T. Buckle’s History of Gimlization in England, 3 vols. (Oxford, 
1857-1904), quotes Quetelet in vol. 1, p. 22; “In every thing which con- 
cerns crime, the same numbers re-occur with a constancy which cannot be 
mistaken; and this is the case even with those crimes which seem quite inde- 
pendent of human foresight, such, for instance, as murders, which are gener- 
ally committed after quarrels arising from circumstances apparently casual. 
Noverthcle.ss, wc know from experience that every year there not only 
takes place nearly the same number of murders, but that even the instru- 
ments Iry which they are committed are employed in the same proportion.” 
J. M. Keynes, in his A Treatise on Probability (London, 1921), pp. S34- 
335, regards Quctelet’s influence to be due more to liis sensational language 
than to an accurate logic of probability. 

6. Chauncey Wright, “Sir Charles Lyell (1797-1875),” Nation, XX, 
146-147 (March 4, 1875). 

7. Life and Letters of Thomas E. Huxley (New York, 1901), I, 168. 

8. Chauncey Wright, “Who Are Our Ance.stors?” Nation, XX, 405- 
407 (June 17, 1875). One of the possible sources of Wright’s idea of the 
neuti'ality of science with respect to religious sentiment was Faraday’s 
Sandemanian attitude; see Sylvan Thompson, Michael Faraday, His Life 
and Work (New York, 1898). Henry James, Sr., had adopted Faraday’s 
Glasite faith after meeting Faraday in England through their mutual friend, 
Joseph Heniy. Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes observed that Francis Gabon’s 
Hereditary Getiius (1869) had shown that “there is a frequent correlation 
between an unusually devout disposition and a weak constitution,” E. M. 
Tilton, Amiable Autocrat, A Biography of Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes (New 
York, 1947), p, 324. 

9. Edward Hitchcock, The Religion of Geology and Its Connected 
Sciences (1st ed.; London, 1851, Boston, 1856), p. 433. 

10. Hitchcock, p, 439. Hitchcock defended the catastrophic theory 
despite the criticisms of Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1830-1833). 

11. Ernst Haeckel, Natural History of Creation (5th ed,, translated 
and revised by E. Ray Lankestcr, 1911), II, 450. 

12. Haeckel, II, 458. 

13. Haeckel, 11, 451. 

14. Hitchcock, p. 454. 

15. Hitchcock, p, 463. 

16. Hitchcock, p, 472. 

17. Hitchcock, p. 507. 

18. Hitchcock’s authorities are Dr. Chalmers, Works, VII, 262; Sir 
John Herschel, Discourse on the Study of Natural Philosophy; Sir Jolm P. 
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Smith, Lectures (4th ed.), p. viii; MeCosh, Method of Divine Government, 
pp. 4491.; and Sedgwick, Discourse on the Studies of the Universities (5th 
ed.), p. 105 (appendix). Hitchcock regarded "the stony volume of the 
earth’s history” as a means man would probably possess in the future of 
reading the past history of the world and of individuals’ acts of wickedness 
or virtue (p. 438). His pious geology also invoked the idea ol the millen- 
nium; “We know, also, from the joint testimony of Scripture and geology, 
that another change is to pass over the world, to prepare it for inhabitants 
far more elevated than those now living upon it, and in possession of perfect 
holiness and perfect happiness. And it may be it will experience far greater 
changes, adapting it for higher and higher grades of being, thioiigli periods 
of duration to which we can assign no limits. O, what a vast chain of being 
is here spread out before the imagination, reaching immeasurably far into 
the depths of the eternity which is past, and into the eternity which is to 
cornel” 

19. W. M. Smallwood. Natural Histonj and the American Mind (New 
York, 1941), p. 238. 

20. Smallwood, chapter viii; The Philosophy of the Natoalist. See 
also, PI. T. Pledge, Science Since 1500 (London, 1939), p. 158: “Men’s 
minds were full of the great new laws of physics; but natural selection 
turned out to be not a law but a litany — sung over the graves of those who 
were not fit. Neither Danvin nor anyone else at the time saw fully that ‘fit- 
ness,’ taken in a broad enough sense to cover all the cases, merely means 
survival. Probably these men’s ideas of fitness came from the human case.” 

21. Calendar of the Letters of Charles Darwin to Asa Gratj, Historical 
Records Survey (Boston, 1939), letters 35, 56, 97, 103, 132, 133. 

22. Paul Ansel Chadbourne, Instinct: Its Office in the Animal King- 
dom and Its Relation to the Higher Towers in Man, Lowell Lectures, 1871 
(2d ed.; New York, 1883), p. 20. A footnote on page 155 critically hut 
respectfully refers to Wright’s view of “accidental variations” in his critical 
review of Mivart’s Genesis of Species (North American Review of July 
1871). 

23. Chadbourne, p. 14. 

24. Chadbourne, pp. 23-25. Cf. Wright’s extensive correspondence 
with Darwin on “unconscious selection” as a factor in the evolution of dia- 
lects. Letters of Chaunceij Wright, with some account of his Life, edited 
by James Bradley Thayer (Cambridge, Ma,ss., 1878), pp. 240f.; this volume 
is hereafter referred to as C. W. Darwin’s important letter of June 3, 1872, 
quoted in part in a footnote (ibid., p. 240), is among the Northampton 
papers of Chauncey Wright. When Darwin asked Wright; “As your mind 
is so clear and as you consider so carefully the meaning of words, T wish 
you would take some incidental occasion to consider when a thing may 
properly bo said to be effected by the will of man,” he had been prompted 
to the wish by Professor Whitney’s philological quarrel with Schleicher 
on the development of language by conscious rules. John Fiske’s earliest 
article was on the evolution of language. The whole purport of pragma- 
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tism, according lo Peirce and James, was to clarify the language of meta- 
physics and establish opeiational criteria of meaning. The lawyers of the 
Metaphysical Club, Green and Holmes, devoted mtrch attention to legal 
semantics. Cf. C. S. Peirce on tire “ethics of terminology,” C.P., 2.219-226, 
5.413, 5.610. 

25. Chauncey Wright, “The Evolution or Self-Consciousness,” North 
American Review (Aprrl 1873) reprinted rn Charles Ehot Norton, Philo- 
sophical Discussions by Chauncey Wright with a Biographical Sketch of 
the Author (New York, 1877), p. 235. 

26. Chadbourno, p. 59. 

27. Chadbourne, p. 70. 

28. Chadbortrne, p. 72. 

29. Chiidbourire, p. 73. 

30. L. Agas.si55, Methods of Study in Natural History (Boston, 1863), 
p. 281. 

31. Chadbourne, pp. 75-76. 

32. Chadbourne, p. 77. 

33. Chadbourne, p. 47. 

34. Chadbourne, p. 83. 

35. Chadbourne, pp. 294-95. 

n. THE BIRTHPLACE OF PRAGMATISM; PEIRCE’s METAPHYSICAL CLUB 

1. William James, Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways 
of Thinking (New York, 1907). The book was dedicated “To the Memory 
of Johrr Shrart Mill from Whom 1 First Learned tlie Pragmatic Openness of 
Mind and Whom My Fancy Likes to Picture As Our Leader Were He Alive 
To-day.” In the chapter on “What Pragmatism Means” (pp. 43fF.), James 
refers not only to Peirce’s essay on “How To Make Our Ideas Clear” [Popu- 
lar Science Monthly, 1878) but also to the chemist Ostwald’s “Theorie and 
Pra.'iis” [Zeitschrift des Oesterreichischen Ingenieur und Architecten-Verei- 
nes, 1905, nrs. 4, 6). James quotes a letter to him from Ostwald who, in his 
lectures on the philosophy of science, was using the principle of pragma- 
ti.sm widrout the name; “All realities influence our practice and that influ- 
ence is their meaning for us. I am accustomed to pirt questions to my classes 
in this way; In what respects would the world be different if this alternative 
or that were true? If I can find nothing that would become different, then 
the alternative has no sense . . . [Many a] conh-over.sy would never have 
begun if the combatants had asked themselves what particular experi- 
mental fact could have been made diflerent by one or the other view being 
correct. For it would then have appeared that no difference of fact could pos- 
sibly ensue,” James goes on to mention as old hands at the pragmatic method; 
Socrates, Aristotle, Locke, Berkeley, Hume; among his contemporaries, he 
mentions Shadworth Hodgson, Sigwart, Mach, Pearson, Milhaud, Poincard, 
Duhem, Heymans, Papini, Schiller, and Dewey. 

2. William James, “Philosophical Conceptions and Practical Results,” 
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UniversUij of California Chronicle (1898), a Icclure delivered before the 
Philosophical Union at Berkeley, California, in 1897. Reprinted in Collected 
Essays and Reviews, edited by R. B. Perry (New York, 1920), p. 410. 

3. The only two steady positions Peirce ever had as regular sources 
of income were as an instructor in logic at Johns Hopkins University (1879- 
1884) and as aid, computer, and assistant, successively, for the United 
States Coast and Geodetic Survey (1859—1891). His poverty at Milford, 
Pennsylvania, where he spent the last third of hi.s hermit-like life (1891- 
1916) is described in Paul Wcis.s’s aiticle on Peirce in the Dictionary of 
American Biography, XIV (1934), 398-403. There is further evidence in a 
letter of hi.s brother, James M. Peirce, to President Daniel Gilman of Johns 
Hopkins University asking that Charles Peirce be invited to give lecture.s on 
the history of science. Sporadic lecturing, bonk reviewing, hack-work for 
dictionaries, and translating scientific articles from French and German for 
the Smithsonian Institution were his only sources of incorne after 1891. See 
"The Peirce-Langley Correspondence etc. (At the Smithsonian Institution),” 
edited by P. P. Wiener, Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, 
XCI, 201f. (1947), especially the letter of Peirce to Secretary Langley, 
April 20, 1901, p. 208: "If your Disbursing Agent would send that $4 it 
would pay my fare to N. Y. and return. I have had to pay off more than half 
my mortgage this spring amounting to $1700 and had to dump every cent 

1 got from you into that. Then I had a suit which would bring me $800. 
Unfortunately one of our ‘Lay Judges’ had a suit against the same party, 
and thought that if I got all that, there would not be enough left for him, 
and he managed iniquitously so that I only get $200, not enough to pay 
expenses hardly. I can appeal; but meantime, I am just as hard up as can be, 
with Mrs. Peirce’s operation coming shortly.” Several persons who knew 
Peirce in the 1900’s have testified to me orally of his destitution then. 

4. Ralph Barton Perry, The Thought and Character of William James, 

2 vols. (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1935), provides the definitive life 
and intellectual biography of William James (1842-1910), and of his prag- 
matism. Professor Perry believes that the Club “in which James was as- 
sociated with Peirce and Chauncey Wright was most active in the years 
1870-1872” (II, 407). Wright was in Europe from July to November 1872, 
during which time he paid a visit to Darwin. 

5. Catherine Drinker Bowen, in Yanhee from Olympus (Boston, 
1944), the latest life of Justice Holmes (1841-1935), refers to the Metaphys- 
ical Club (p. 253) which “flourished in the early ’70’s” (p. 427), Irut does 
not give the source (probably Perry). The best account of Holmes’s ptag- 
matism is Max Fisch’s "Justice Holmes, the Prediction Theory of Law, and 
Pragmatism,” Jcnirnal of Philosophy, XXXIX, 85-97 (1942). But Dr, 
Fisch errs in making John Chipman Gray (1839-1915), lifelong friend of 
James and Holmes, a member of the Metaphysical Club instead of the 
more formal dining club to which James and Holmes belonged at the time 
(cf. Perry, I, 360). He also errs in setting the date 1869 for the formation 
of the Metaphysical Club, on insufficient evidence. However, I agree with 
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Dr. Fisch’s important observation about the Club (p. 88); “The one thing 
that all seven [?] had in common, beside a Harvard degree, was an enthu- 
siasm for the British tradition in plrilosophy, and a sense of the epoch-mak- 
ing importance of Darwin’s Origin of Species.” 

6. Joseph B. Warner, Harvard A.B. 1869, LL.B. 1873, died in 1923 
without having published any work, but had assisted Holmes in editing 
Kent’s Commentaries on American haw. See Appendix G. 

7. Like Warner, Green was a Harward Law School graduate (1851). 
See Appendix F. The editor of Chauncey Wright’s letters, James B. Thayer, 
notes that "in later yeais, that acute but learned lawyer, the late Nicholas 
St. John Green (afterwards a Professor in the Boston Law School) whom 
he [Chauncey Wiight] had first known as a .student at Northampton, and 
whose pcimanent home was in Cambridge, came gradually to be intimate 
with Chauncey” (C. W., pp. 31-32). 

8. Alexander Bain, The Emotions and the Will (3d. ed.; London, 
1875), p. 505. Chauncey Wiighl used Bain’s text in his com-se on psy- 
chology at Harvard in 1870; see C. W., p. 202, and for Wright’s high opinion 
of Bain’s analysis of sesthetic pleasures and of their “extensive intellectual 
aflBnities,” see ibid., p. 297 and pp. 178-179. 

9. Query: Is it Bain or Green who is regarded by Peirce as “the 
grandfatlrer of pragmatism”? R. B. Perry (II, 407) says Bain, but P. Weiss 
(DAB, article, “Peirce, C. S.”) says Green. 

10. Since Chauncey Wright (born 1830 in Northampton, Massa- 
chusetts) died in 1875, Peirce’s statement implies that the Club never met 
after September 12, 1875. Neither of the biographers, who were also close 
friends, of Wright, mentions the Metaphysical Club (cf. C. W., and 
Wright, Philosophical Discussions) . 

11. See Sir Leslie Stephen, The English Utilitarians, vol. Ill: John 
Stuart Mill (London, 1900). Stephen was also the author of Essays on 
Freethiriking and Plain Speaking (1873) and The Agnostic’s Apology and 
other Es.says (London, 1893), a defense of Humean skepticism and posi- 
tivism. Thomas H. Huxley created the term “agnosticism” in 1869. Accord- 
ing to Stephen, “crude empiricism was transformed into evolutionism” by 
the union of utilitarianism and Darwin’s theories (Mill, III, 375). Prag- 
matism, vve may say, tried to con.summate this union in diverse fields. 

12. See Chapter III. 

13. John Fiske (1842-1901) delivered a .series of lectures on evolu- 
tion a few years before they were published as Outlines of Cosmic Philoso- 
phy, hast’d on the Doctrine of Evolution, with Criticisms on the Positive 
Philosophy, 2 vols. (Lorrdon, 1874). This book was discussed one evening 
in 1874 by Wright, Peirce, St. John Green, Warner, and James, and Fiske, 
reports James to T. Sargent Perry (Letters of William James, edited by 
Henry James, Jr-., 2 vols. (Boston, 1920), JI, 233). Van Wyck Brooks con- 
fuses this group with one of the other clubs to which James and Holmes be- 
longed (New England: Indian Summer, p. 256). See Chapter VI. 

14. F. E. Abbot (1863-1903), classmate of Charles Peirce at Har- 
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yard, began his metaphysical debut with a bold criticism of Kant and 
Hamilton in two articles, "The Philosophy of Space and Time” and “The 
Conditioned and the Unconditioned,” in the North American Review (July 
and October 1864), which fonned the first topics of a lengthy correspond- 
ence with Chauncey Wright lasting from 1864 to 1869 (cf. C. W., pp. 56if}. 
After leaving his post as Unitarian minister at Dover, New Hampshire, in 
1867 because of his “radical” views on evolution. Abbot wrote an article 
which Wright had declined to do for Abbot’s “Free Religious Association,” 
namely “Positivism in Theology” (Christian Examiner [March 1866]). Ab- 
bot vigorously attacked Spencer’s mechanistic Principles of Biology in a long 
review entitled "Philosophical Biology” (North American Review [October 
1868], pp. 377-422). The vitalislic organicism of Abbot’s interpretation of 
Darwinian evolution was elaborated in his Organic Scientific Philosophy; 
Scientific Theism (Boston, 1885), including a defense of a “scientific realism” 
based on the “objectivity of relations.” This book, highly praised by Peirce, 
was occasioned by a lecture Abbot gave before the Concord School of 
Philosophy, July 30, 1885, in a symposium on the question: “Is Pantheism 
the Legitimate Outcome of Modern Science?” The other symposiasts were 
John Fiske, W. T. Harris, A. P. Peabody, G. H. Howison, and Edward 
Montgomei-y, Abbot’s largest philosophical treatise is The Syllogistic Philoso- 
phy or Prolegomena to Science, 2 vols. (begun in 1893 and finished in 
1903). Cf. Appendix G, notes 11-16. 

15. C. P., 5.12 (c. 1906). The six volumes of Peirce’s papers do not 
follow chronological order, but Justus Buchler’s Charles Peirce's Empiricism 
(New York, 1939), appendix ii, supplies dates. The index item “Autobio- 
graphical” of each volume of C. P. and Weiss’s biographical article in the 
DAB, XIV, 398-403, are also invaluable to the future historian of Peirce’s 
thought. Peirce says that he deliberately refrained as late as 1893 from in- 
cluding the tenn “pragmatism” among the many philosophical items and 
terms he wrote for the Century Dictionary, because he did not believe the 
term had been sufficiently defined and accepted as philosophical currency 
(C. F. 5.13). The published papers do not give an adequate idea of the 
extent of Peirce’s contributions to the history of thought. His unpublished 
MSS. include twelve lectures, delivered in 1892, on the “History of Science” 
(from the Babylonians to Newton); plans for an edited translation of Petrus 
Peregrinus On The Laclcstane; the concept of natural law in eighteenth- 
century England at the time Hume wrote the “Essay on Miracles”; compara- 
tive biography and experiments on judgments of greatness of men; “The 
Productiveness of the Nineteenth Century in Great Men”; a history of logic; 
British Logicians of the Nineteenth Century. Weiss does not discuss these in 
his DAB article, and also flatly asserts: “Pragmatism, Peirce’s creation, had 
its origin in the discussions, in Cambridge, of a fortnightly [sic] ‘metaphysi- 
cal club’ founded in the seventies.” 

16. In 1865 when Mill published his Examination of the Philosophy 
of Sir William Hamilton. See Wright’s review of this book in Nation, I, 278f. 
( 1865) , “Mill on Hamilton.” Also see an unpublished letter of C. S. Peirce 
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to Wright, dated September 2, 1865, among the papers of Chauncey Wright 
in the possession of Mrs. D. P. Abbot of Northampton, Mass. In this letter, 
Peirce writes: 

“I have read Mill’s book. Plis Free Wrll discussion is highly ingenious. 
His chapter on Mansell rs the most strikrng and though I distrust such em- 
phatic philosophizing I think in this case Mrll rs right. I would hke to have 
Mansell reply; as he must do or give up the game. The contradictions in 
Hamilton are well brought out; but with a malicious intent. Mill wants to 
root out this philosophy, by adequate arguments or by rnadequate ones. 
Hamilton’s thoughts for 20 years are spread out in these posthumous pub- 
licatiorrs arrd what man’s tlroirghts for so many years is self-consistent? Only 
a dolt’s. Mrll docs not sccin to me a greater thinker than Plamilton, Pie has 
been most carctul not to publish anything that he might afterwards wish to 
contradict, aitd whetr he finds Sir W, II.’s position so exposed as it is, to the 
great benefit of the world and by hrs editors rather than by himself — Mill 
mercilessly assails it. These ad hominem arguments are not contributions to 
philosophy, hut they wrll have a great effect on the public. In his criti- 
cism on the Logic. Mill said just about what I expected. 

"I have invented a little trick at cards . . .” [Then follow five pages 
of two niatlrematical card-tricks, with Pyramus and Thisbe as dramatis 
personae.] 

17. Journal of Philosophtj, XIII, 719-30 (1916). 

18. Peirce MSS. at Widener Library, I B I, box 1; “Pragmatism Made 
Easy.” 

19. “Pragmatism Made Easy,” p. 2. 

20. “Grounds of the Validity of the Laws of Logic,” “Questions Con- 
cerning Certain Faculties Claimed for Man,” and “Some Consequences of 
Four Incapacities.” Reprinted in C. P., vol. V; Pragmatism and Pragmat- 
icism. 

21. I am indebted to Dr. Joseph Blau for a photostat copy of this frag- 
ment given to him by Mr. Philip P. Chase of Milton, Massachusetts. 

22. “The Holmes-Cohen Conespondence,” Journal of the History of 
Ideas, IX, 19 (1948). 

23. “Holmes-Cohen Correspondence,” p. 35; letter of Holmes to 
Cohen, September 14, 1923; “That we could not assert necessity of the 
order of the universe I learned to believe from Chauncey Wright long ago. 
I suspect C. S. P. [Peirce] got it from the same source.” 

24. C. P., 6.482. “A Neglected Argument for the Reality of God,” 
Hibbert Journal, VII, 90-112 (1908). 

25. C. P., 5.414. “What Pragmatism Is," Monist, XV, 161-181 
(1905), 

26. Letter to Mrs. Ladd-Franklin; Journal of Philosophy, XIII, 718 
(1916). 

27. Perry, 11, 409. 

28. Perry. II, 407n.5. 

29. Kritik der reinen Vernunft (Zweiter Aufiage) in Immanuel Kant’s 
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Sdmtliche Werke in Seeks Banden (Leipzig, 1922), Dritter Band, pp. 
620f. (Methoden lehre, II Hauptst., Ill Abseh.), my translation. Kant dis- 
tinguished three kinds of mles in his Foundation of Ike Mctaphysic of 
Morals: rule.s of fitness (“regeln der Geschieklichkeit . . . technisch zur 
Kunst gehorig”), counsels of prudence (“Ratschliige der Klugheit . . . 
pragmatisch zur Wohlfahrt”), and commands of morality (“Qehote . . . 
Gesetze der Sittlichkeit") . Only the last, the categorical imperative, i.s purely 
ethical. “Denn pragmatisch werden die Sanktionen genannt, welcho cigent- 
lich nicht aiis dem Rechte der Staaten als notvvendige Gosetze, sondcrri aus 
der Vorsarge fiir die allgomoine Wohlfahrt llics.scn. Pragmatisch ist cine 
Gesdiichte abgcfa.sst, wenn sic klug macht, d.i. die Welt Ikdchrt, wic .sic 
ihren Vortcil Lesser, odor wenigslens ebon so gut als die Vorwelt besorgen 
konno” {Kant’s Siimtliche Werke, V. 44). 

30. C. P., 5.412. 

31. Hohnes to Pollock, August 30, 1929; Holrnes-Folluck Letters: the 
correspondence of Mr. Justice Holmes and Sir Frederick Bollock, 1874- 
1932, edited by Mark DeWolfe Howe, 2 vols. (Cambridge, Mass., 1941), 
II, 252. 

32. Letters of John Fiske, edited by Ethel Fiske Fisk (New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1940). 

33. Brooks, New England: Indian Summer, pp. llln., 276. 

34. Arthur O. Lovejoy, “The Thirteen Pragmatisms,” Journal of 
Philosophy, V, 1-12, 29-39 (1908). 

35. C. W., p. 124; letter to F. E. Abbot, October 28, 1867. 

III. CHAUNCEY WRIGHT, DEFENDER OF DARWIN AND PRECURSOR OF 

PRACMAITSM 

1. Asa Gray, “Darwin and His Reviewers,” Atlantic Monthly, VI, 423 
(1860). It is altogether likely that Wright’s own key conception of the 
neutrality of science owed much to Gray and to Jeffries Wyman; cf. C. W,, 
pp. 42, 271, 286, 331, 367. 

2. Darwin’s letter to Wright (July 14, 1871) is among the Darwin- 
Wright letters at Northampton. 

3. NoHh American Review, vol. CXII (1873). Wright’s article is re- 
printed in Philosophical Discussions, pp. 199-266; cf. p. 259; “It becomes 
an interesting question, therefore, when in general anything can lie properly 
said to be effected by the will of man.” Wright’s analysis makes the will of 
man an effective agency only when it opemtes under the influence of the 
same natural conditions as we find in the geologic effect.s of winds, rains, 
and rivers or in the biological effects of natural selection; but in malter.s of 
moral and legal actions, the ethics of responsibility has evolved from the 
primitive tribal leader’s authority to new powers of tradition, language, and 
other arbitrary customs. This sort of analysis is quite different from the ad- 
mittedly “crass-supematurahsm” of James’s individualistic wiU to believe. 
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4. Chauncey Wright, "On the Architecture of Bees,” Proceedings of 
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, IV, 432 (May 8, 1860). 
Bowen’s four letters to Wught are at Northampton. On Bowen’s contro- 
versy with Di. Holmes, see Tilton, Amiable Autocrat, pp. 264, 424 n. 11, 

5. C. W., p. 43; letter to Mrs. Lesley, February 12, 1860. Agassiz’ 
Essay on Classification had appemed in 1857. 

6. C. P., 5.64. 

7. C. W., pp. 218-19; letter to Mrs. Lesley, May 7, 1871. For Dar- 
win’s acknowledgment of Wright, see Descent of Man (New York, 1871) 11, 
319. 

8. C. W., pp. 162-63; leltei to Miss Grace Norton, January 13, 1870. 

9. McCosh’s Scottish common-sense intuitionism attempted to recon- 
cile Calvini.sm and Darwin by admitting spontaneous variations and natural 
adaptation as direct results of supernatural intcivention by acts of special 
providence. See H. W. Schneider, A History of American Philosophy (New 
York, 1946), pp. 370f.; Chauncey Wright, “McCosh on Intuitions,” Nation 
(1865), p. 627. 

10. Chauncey Wright, "Genman Darwinism,” Nation, XXI, 168 (Sept, 
9, 1875). 

11. "Niliilism” was a term used by Turgenev in Fathers and Sons, 
but was introduced into philosophy as a protest against "the ontological 
passion” by David Masson in his Recent British Philosophy (New York, 
1866), reviewed by Wright in the Nation, III, 385-86 (Nov. 15, 1866). Cf. 
Henry James’s review of Turgenev’s pessimistic novels in the North Ameri- 
can Berriew, vol. CXVIII (1874). 

12. See Perry, vol. I, ch. xix: Depression and Recovery. 

13. Perry, II, 718-7'21: appendix iii. Notes by Chauncey Wright. 

14. C. W., pp. 328-330. 

15. C. S. Peirce, “Hume on Miracles and Laws of Nature,” in die 
Peirce-Langley Correspondence and Manuscripts, edited by P. P, Wiener, 
Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, XCI, 219 (1947). See 
Appendix D, pp. 223-226, above, for a summary of Peirce’s analysis of 
Hume’s ideas. Langley did not publish Peirce’s essay, twice revised, because 
of a mutual misunderstanding. 

16. C. W., pp. 274f.; letter to Miss Grace Norton, July 29, 1874. 

17. William James, “Chauncey Wright,” Nation, XXI, 194 (Sept. 23, 
1875). Reprinted in James’s Collected Essays and Reviews. Cf. Letters of 
William James; letter of March 1869 to Thomas W. Ward: “I’m swamped 
in an empirical philosophy.” The editor notes: “About this time a man whose 
thought was vigorously materialistic was often at the house in Quincy Street. 
This was Chauncey Wright.” But Wright condemned materialism as an un- 
enliehtening metaphysic, and a matter of temperament. Cf. Appendix A. 

18. Perry, I, 525-528. 

19. Perry, II, 720. 

20. Perry, 11, 718, quoted from James’s obituary notice on Chauncey 
Wright, Nation, XXI, 194 (Sept. 23, 1875). 

21. C. W., pp. 97f.; letter to Charles EUot Norton, February 18, 1867. 
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22. C. W„ p. 100; leller to F. E. Abbot, July 9. 1867. 

23. Letter of C. S. Peirce to William James, October 3, 1904, in 
Perry, II, 431-32. 

24. Letter to William James, dated Paris, November 21, 1875, in 
Perry, I, 537. Peirce’s suggestion in this letter that he would like “to give 
some resume of Wright’s ideas and of the history of his thought” was not 
adopted by either C. E. Norton, who edited Wright’s Philosophical Discus- 
sions, or J. B. Thayer who edited Wright’s letters. 

25. Sec Hale v. Everett, 53 New Hampshire Reports 1. 

26. Sec Sidney Warren, American Free Thotif^ht, 1860-1914 (New 
York, London, 1943). 

27. C. W., p. 107; letter to C. E. Norton, July 24, 1867: “I have had 
the pleasure of meeting Mr. Abbot, my metaphysical antLigonist, personally, 
and debating in a pleasant conversation the various points of our contro- 
versy. I found him as able in talk as in his writings.” Cf. letter to Miss Jane 
Norton, March 22, 1869, C. W., pp. 144f. 

28. C. W., p. 56; letter to F. E. Abbot, December 20, 1864. 

29. C. P. 5.223, fn. 2. Peirce had also defended Hamilton against 
Mill’s Examination in the letter to Chauncey Wright, September 2, 1865, 
quoted in note 16, of Chapter If, above. 

30. C. W., p. 61. 

31. C. \V., p. Ill; letter to F. E. Abbot, August 13, 1867. 

32. C. W., pp. 111-12. 

33. C. W., pp. 112-13. 

34. C. W., p. 125; letter to F. E. Abbot, October 28, 1867. 

35. C. W., p. 126. 

36. Nation, XIII, 355 (1871). 

37. C. W., p. 132. 

38. C. W., p. 133. 

39.. C. W„ p. 134. 

40. C. W., p. 140; letter to F. E. Abbot, Februaiy 10, 1869. 

41. C. W., p. 141. 

42. Ibid- 

43. C. W., pp. 141-42. 

44. Abbot, Organic Scientific Philosophy: Scientific Theism, p. 218. 

45. H. W. Schneider, “The Influence of Darwin and Spencer on 
American Philosophical Theology,” Jill, VI, 18 (Jan. 1945). 

46. North American Review, CXIII, 63-103 (July 1871). Mivart’s 
book was one of four books reviewed; A. R. Wallace’s Contributions to the 
Theory of Natural Selection (1870), Mivart’s On the Genesis of Species 
(1871), Darwin’s Descent of Man, 2 vols. (1871) and On the Origin of 
Species, 5fh ed. (1871). Wright devoted most of his review to criticizing 
Mivart with polite respect but unrelenting insistence on Mivarl’s failure 
to understand the neutrality of scientific method in general and of Darwin’s 
hypothesis of natural selection in particular, based on long accumulated 
specific evidence, rather than on speculation about cosmic evolution. Only 
the latter could give rise to moral and religious qu.ahns. 
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47. Quarterly Reuiew (London), CXXXI, 89-90 (July 1871), 

48. "Evolution by Natural Selection,” Noith American Review, CXV, 
3-4 (July 1872). 

49. Quoted by Bert J. Locwenberg, “The Reaction of American Scien- 
tists to Darwinism,” American Historical Review, XXXVIII, 691 (1933). 

50. “Evolution by Natural Selection,” p. 3. 

51. Cf. John Fiske, Darwinism and Other Essays (Boston, 1879), 
“Darwinism Verified,” pp. 1-14. In the second chapter, “Mr. Mivart on 
Darwinism” (Fiske’s review of Mivart’s Lessons from Nature, New York, 
1876), Fiske came to the defense of his friend Wright: “Mr. Mivart, in re- 
printing his rejoinder to Mr. Chaunccy Wiight, takes care not to inform 
the reader of the surrejoinder which came from his powerful antagonist” 
(p. 33). Fi.ske attributed Wiightls failure to receive any public notice to the 
fact that he was “.singularly devoid of literary ambition which leads one to 
seek to influence the public by written exposition. Indeed, had he possessed 
more of this kind of ambition, peihaps the requisite knack would not have 
been wanting; for Mr. Wright was not deficient in clearness of thought or 
command of language. The difficulty — or, if we prefer so to call it, the 
esoteiic character — of his writings was due rather to the sheer extent of their 
richness and originality. His essays and reviews were pregnant widr valu- 
able suggestions ... An intellect more powerful for its union of acuteness 
with sobriety has not yet been seen in our country. In these respects, he 
reminds one of Mr. Klill whom he so warmly admired"; Harvard Advo- 
cate, reprinted in Fiske’s Darwinism and other Essays, pp. 75-104. Cf. 
Henry James’s tribute to Wright’s character and philosophical promise. 
Appendix A. 

52. “Evolution of Self-Consciousness,” North American Review, 
CXVI, 245-310 (April 1873). 

53. “Evolution of Self-Consciousness,” p. 249. 

54. This letter is included in the Northampton papers of Chauncey 
Wright. Darvvin wrote to Alfred Russel Wallace about Wright’s review of 
Mivart: “The article though not very clearly written, and poor in parts from 
want of knowledge, seems to me admirable”; Life and Letters of Charles 
Darwin, edited by his son (New York, 1904), II, 324. 

55. “On the Use and AiTangement of Leaves,” Memoirs of the Acad- 
emy of Arts and Sciences (Oct, 10, 1871). In a postscript to the letter of 
July 14, 1871, Darwin adds; “I have been struck by your allusion (p. 98) 
to Phyllotaxy. I have spent days in puzzling over it, and quite unhappy from 
not being a mathematician. I supposed new leaves to be added to or re- 
moved from (i.e., to stand closer or fsuther from each other) an existing 
plant, and then that the leaves had to be arranged anew, so as to be equally 
exposed to light. I assumed that from the spiral vascicles being in bundles, 
it was necessary after a time that one leaf should stand almost over another. 
— ^I did not lake much regard to packing in the hud, as Niigeli says that 
young leaves are sometimes irregularly placed in the bud, and subsequently 
place themselves at regular angles. Now with your view explain why there 
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arc angles (as I found by drawing them) by which tire leaves can be ar- 
ranged at equal distances horn each other with one leaf standing over an- 
other at some distance above and below, and yet that such angles never 
occur in nature? If you can explain this, I wish you would be induced to 
publish on the subject. — C, D.” In another postscript, it is interesting to 
note, Darwin informs Wright: “I am beginning to think that plants are more 
wonderful than animalsl” 

56. Runkle’s Mathematical Monthly, 1, 244-2-48 (1859): “The Most 
Thorough Unihn-m Distribution of Points About an Axis.” See also a letter 
from J. E. Oliver to Wright (May 1, 1859), at Northampton. 

57. Three volumes appealed (1859, 1860, 1861) up to the Civil War. 
The editor, Runkle, was Wright’s employer in the United Slates Naval 
Obseivatory at Cambridge, wheie for three months a year Wright woiked 
as a computer in order to earn his annual salary fast enough to give tlie 
rest of the year to his more cheiished pliilosophical studies. 

58. Goethes Naturwissemchapliche Schriften in Goethe’s Werke, II. 
Theil, 7. Band; Zur Morphologie (Weimar, 1892), pp. 37-68. 

59. Julius von Sachs, History of Botany (1530-1860) , tianslated by 
H. E, F. Garnsey, revised by I. B. Balfour (Oxford, 1890). Also see Link’s 
“Report on Physiological Botany for 1844-5” in Reports and Tapers on 
Botany of the Ray Society (London, 1849). Sachs criticizes the platonizing 
idealism of the German advocates of Phyllota.xis as “a construction which 
was geometrically correct but which could hardly be made to agree witli 
the history of development and the mechanical foices concerned.” 

60. Sachs, p. 169. Note how the faitliful disciple and biographer of 
Louis Agassiz refers to Cliauncey Wright: “A few words on Chauncey 
Wright, and his singular similarity to anotlier adversary of Agassiz, Karl 
Schimper [an antivitalist] , will not be out of place. Chauncey Wright was 
a mathematician of talent, who turned his mathematical skill [in defense 
of Darwin] to a study of the phyllotaxis of plants, just as Schimper had 
done forty years before. Agassiz treated Wright in the most friendly way, 
even appointing him a lecturer [in philosophy] at his school for girls, just 
as he had treated Karl Schimper. Wright was an earnest seeker for truth, 
but he was above all a great dreamer, and some of his writings are radier 
obscure”; Jules Marcon, Life, Letters, and Works of Louis Agassis (New 
York, 1896), II, 31. 

61. M. J. Schleiden, The Plant: A Biography (London, 1853), p. 91. 

62. Cf. Charles Darwin, Autobiography and Letters, edited by his 
son, Frani js Darwin (New York, 1893), pp. 292-93. 

63. IPerry, I, 520ff. 

64. North American Review, vol. CXI (Oct. 1870) ; “Limits of Natural 
Selection,” a review of Alfred Russel Wallace’s Contributions to the Theory 
of Natural Selection. Cf. C. W., p. 271, 

65. Nation, vol. XX (April 22, 1875) ; “McCo.sh on Tyndall.” 

66. Nation, XIII, 59-60 (July 27, 1871). A further example of 
Wright’s philosophical and speculative temporalism may be cited from one 
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of many similar utterances : "Time is always an element in phenomena, both 
internal and external, and is the abstract of relations in general. It is the 
continuum of phenomenal existences. It is then ‘substance’ in the logical 
sense, that is, their universal attiibute”; Perry, II, 720-21. 

67. Philosophical Discussions, p. 407. Cf. William James’s view that 
metaphysics is a matter of temperament. In this review of Mill’s Examina- 
tion of the philosophy of Hamilton, Wright says that Mill is separated from 
Hamilton’s Kantianism "by that fundamental division . . . throughout the 
whole histoiy of speculative thought; a division which is at bottom one 
of feeling and mental character, and one in which no love is lost”; Nation, 
I, 279 (Aug. 31, 1805). 

68. Philosophical Discussions, pieface, p. xvii. Also, for Wright’s atti- 
tude to metaphysics, cf. C. W., pp. 270f. 

69. Nation, vol. XX (Apiil 22, 1875); “McCosh on Tyndall.” 

70. Philosophical Discussions, p. 324. Wright adduced the Ptolemaic 
notion of “saving the appearances” and Newton’s “hypotheses non fingo” as 
further historical illustrations of the metaphysical neutrality ol science. Cf. 
Wright’s “The Genesis of Species,” North Ameiican Remeto, vol. CXIII 
(July 1871), which impressed Charles Darwin so much that he had it 
reprinted and circulated in England at his own expense. 

71. "Gennan Darwinism,” Nation, XXI, 169 (Sept. 9, 1875). 

72. “Mill on Comte,” Nation, vol. II (Jan. 4, 1866). 

73. “McCosh on Intuitions,” Nation, I, 627-629 (Nov. 16, 1865). 

74. Letter of Wiight to Darwin, February 24, 1875; C. W., p. 335. 

75. “The woid Darwinism has become as familiar as Galvanism or 
Mormonism”; review of “Darwin’s Variation of Animals and Plants under 
Domestication,” in the Nation, VI. 234-236 (1868). 

76. Ibid. 

77. Review of A. R. Wallace’s Contribution to the Theory of Natural 
Selection, in the North Ameiican Review (Oct. 1870) . 

78. Nation, II, 724-25 (June 8, 1866). 

79. Nation, XX, 113-14 (Jan. 1875), and Nation, XXI, 168-170 
(Sept. 9, 1875). Asa Gray referred to this review in one of his letters as 
“an article which was to have been continued by Chauncey Wright, in 
which he points out clearly the essential difference between Darwinism, 
which is scientific, and Spenceiism, which is ‘philosophical.’ Save the markl 
— Poor Wiight died suddenly of apoplexy, Sunday morning. He was a 
staunch Millite, and very acute and clear-heacled” (Letters of Asa Gray, 
edited by Jane Coring Gray, 2 vols. (Boston, 1893), II, 657: letter of 
September 14, 1875). Gray, who wrote the flist systematic textbook on 
botany in tire United States for use in colleges (1st ed., 1842), had modified 
his Linnaeism and theism in favor of Darwin. It is noteworthy that the 
opening sentence of the first edition which quotes “the immortal Linneus” 
on minerals, vegetables, and animals, was dropped from the later editions 
of his Botanical Text-Book, and that phyUotaxis is not discussed until die 
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second edition (1845), pp. 123-127, and at greater length in the third 
edition (1850), pp. 140-150. 

80. Nation, XXI, 169 (Sept. 9, 1875). When W. T. Harris submitted 
a paper on “Herbert Spencer” to the North American Review, Norton asked 
Wright for an opinion. Wright’s reply that it vva.s “the mere dry husk 
of Hegelianism, — dogmatic without the only merit of dogmatism, distinctness 
of definition” (C. W., p. 87), provoked Harri.s to i.ssue The Journal of 
Speculative Philosophij as the organ of the St. Louis school of Hegelians, 
with his paper on Spencer as the starting article of the first number (Jan. 
1877). There is no doubt that Wright, had he lived longer, would have 
regarded Peirce’s speculations on evolutionary love as a species of German 
Darwinism. For Peirce regarded as hopeless Wright’s lifelong cdfort to syn- 
thesize Mill’s associationalism (in which matter was the “possibility of 
sensations”) with tire “living facts of Darwinian development” — hopeless, 
in Peirce’s metaphysical mind, which rises I'lom the immediacy of the First- 
ness of sensation to higher categories in Schcllingian and Hegelian fashion. 
This sort of philosophizing was thoroughly repaignant to Wright’s more 
modest empiricism. 

81. Cf. J. B. Stallo, The Concepts and Theories of Modern Physics 
(New York, 1st ed. 1881, 2d ed. 1884), ch. xv; "Cosmological and Cos- 
mogenetic Speculations. — The Nebular Hypothesis” (2d ed.), pp. 270-293. 

82. Philosophical Discussions, p. 5. 

83. Philosophical Discussions, p. 7. 

84. Ibid. Cf. B. Russell, who in Scientific Method in Philosophy (Ox- 
ford, 1914), ch. 1, applies the same sort of criticism to evolutionary theology 
as Wright did; for example, in his review of Spencer’s Biology (1866), 
Nation, II, 724 (June 8, 1866). 

85. Philosophical Discussions, p. 7. 

86. Philosophical Discussions, p. 9. 

87. See note 34, Ch. II above. 

88. Chauncey Wright, “Mill on Hamilton,” Nation, I, 278f. (Atrg, 31, 
1865). 

89. C. P,, 6.291f.: “The Origin of Species merely extends politico- 
economic views of progress to tlie entire realm of animal and vegetable 
life” (from Peirce’s “Evolutionary Love,” Monist, III, 176f. [1893]). Curi- 
ously enough, Mai-x expressed a similar view of Darwiri.s work in a letter 
to Engels; however, Marx Iiere accepted the argument from analogy, 
whereas Wright and Peirce rejected it. 

90. Simon Newcomb, Reminiscences of an Astronomer (Boston and 
New York, 1903), p. 408. Cf. C. W., pp. 71f., in which Wright agrees with 
Newcomb on the same delerminatcness of effects holding for the voluntary 
actions of men as for all other natural changes. 

91. C. W., p. 263; letter to E. L. Godkin, June 3, 1874. 

92. C. W., pp. 148-152. 

93. C. W., p. 174; letter to C. E. Norton, March 21, 1870. 
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94. C, W., p. 174. 

95. Charles Sumner Letters, Widener Library, Harvard University. 

96. C. W., pp. 38, 47. 50, 51. 

97. C. W., p. 183. 

98. C. W., p. 184. 

99. C. W., p. 181. 

100. C. W., p. 179. 

IV. THE EVOLUTIONISM AND PRAGMATICTSM OF PEIRCE 

1. New Republic (Feb. 3, 1937), p. 416. John Dewey had previously 
written an account of Peirce’s and James’s versions of pragmatism in an 
article for the special American number of the Revue de metaphysique et 
de morale, XXIX, 411-430 (Oct. 1922), li-anslated from the French in the 
supplement, “Development of American Pragmatism, ” Studies in the His- 
tory of Ideas, II, 351-377 (1925). Dewey there properly indicates the 
European background of Peirce’s thought in relation to Kant’s critical 
idealism. The present chapter is intended to provide more data from the 
unpublished manuscripts of Peirce, which were not accessible to Dewey, 
concerning the evolution of Peirce’s peculiar variety of pragmatism. Cf. 
Charles Hartshome, “Charles Sanders Peirce’s Metaphysics of Evolution,” 
New England Quarterly, XIV, 49-63 (1941). 

2. See Chapter II above. 

3. Unpublished Peirce manuscripts in the Plarvard University Ar- 
chives, Widener Library, catalogued by C, I. Lewis and K. McMahon. 

4. Peirce’s interest in Semiotic is as early and persistent in his intel- 
lectual history as his interest in scientific logic. He planned a philosophical 
thesaurus to supplant Roget’s, and contributed definitions and analyses of 
philosophical terms to the Century Victionanj and Baldwin’s Dictionary of 
Philosophy. 

5. Though Peirce’s dissatisfaction with the relations among Kant’s 
categories is shared by many post-Kantians who attempted to unify them, 
the important difference is drat Peirce’s critique went back to the defects 
of Aristotle’s logic and its forms of judgment, and emerged with a scientifi- 
cally fruitfrrl logic of relations, whereas the post-Kantians (Schelhng, Hegel, 
et al.) produced a metaphysical and transcendental dialectic far beyond 
scientific logic. Yet Peirce toward the end of the century considered his 
philosophy “Schellingism transformed in the light of modern physics” (letter 
to William James, Jan. 28, 1894, in Perry, II, 415-16). 

6. C. P., 2.854. 

7. "The Unconscious,” especially in Von Hartmann’s Philosophy of 
the Unconscious (Philosophie des Vnbewussten, 1869), looms large in Ger- 
man metaphysics and psychology after Schopenhauer. Cf. William James, 
Principles of Psychology, 2 vols, (New York, 1890), I, 162f. 

8. Perry, I, 231. Peirce says of his studies in 1867-68: “My work 
became self-controlled in the year 1867, paper of May 14: 'On a New List 
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of Categories’ — grown and developed in the intervening years. It was not 
until the next year I think I took up seriously the Logic of relations”; letter 
to Cousin Jo, June 1909 (“Folder of Late Fragments,” Peirce MSS., Box 
IB 3a, p. 15). 

9. Perry, I, 229. Peirce’s nine “Lectures on British Logicians” (1869) 
are among the unpubli.shed Peirce manuscripts at Widencr, I B2, Box 10. 
Cf. Perry, I, 321. In 1868, the Journal of Speculative Philosophy, founded 
by W. T. Harris of the St. Louis school of post-Kantian idealists, published 
four important articles of Peirce’s in which he attacked inluitinnism and up- 
held a social ideal of ti'uth. See note 20, Chapter IT above. 

10. North American Review, vol, CXIII (1871 ). When Peirce placed 
Berkeley among the ancestors of pragmatism, it was not becanse of the 
nominalistic sensationalism or psychological analyses in the Bishop’s theory 
of knowledge, but rather because of the acute logical and methodological 
contributioi\s of the latter’s critique of the foundations of Newtonian me- 
chanics. It should be remembered that Berkeley’s Analyst, publi.shed in 1734, 
played a role in the clarifying of the fundamental ideas of tire infinitesimal 
calculus prior to Robin’s Discourse Concerning the Nature and Certainty 
of Sir Isaac Newton’s Method of Fluxions and of Prime and Ultimate Ratios 
(1735), Maelaurin’s Treatise of Fluxions (1742), and Carnot’s Refiixions 
sur la rnetaphysique du calcul infinitesimal (1797), and that Mach in his 
historical and critical works on mechanics paid high tribute to Berkeley. As 
samples of the kind of basic logical and methodological questions raised by 
Berkeley, tire following may be cited: 

"I have no controver.sy about your conclusions, but only about your 
logic and method: how do you demonstrate? what objects you are con- 
versant with, and whether you conceive them clearly? What principles you 
proceed upon; how sound they may be; and how you apply them? . . . 
And what are these fluxions? The velocities of evanescent increments. And 
what are these same evanescent increments? They are neither finite quan- 
tities, not quantities infinitely small, nor yet nothing. May we not call them 
the ghosts of departed quantities? 

“You may possibly hope to evade the force of all that hath been said, 
and to screen false principles and inconsistent reasonings, by a general pre- 
tence that these objections and remarks are metaphysical. But this is a vain 
pretence . . . Qu. 4. Whether men may properly be said to proceed in a 
scientific method, without clearly conceiving the object they are conversant 
about, the end proposed, and the method by which it is pursued? . . . 
Qu. 8. Whether the notions of absolute time, absolute place, and absolute 
motion be not most abstractly metaphysical? Whether it be possible for us 
to measure, compute, or know them?” These passages are quoted from 
Berkeley, The Analyst: A Discourse Addressed to an Infidel Mathematician, 
in David Eugene Smith, A Source Book in Mathematics (New York, 1929), 
pp. 633-34. F. Cajori who edited these selections notes that the “infidel 
mathematician” to whom Berkeley addressed his discourse was supposed to 
be Edmund Halley, the celebrated astronomer (1656-1742), though there 
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is no evidence of leligious skephcism in Halley’s published writings (D. E. 
Smith, p. 627). 

11. Nation, XIII, 355 (1871). Cf. Wiight’s review of Fraser’s edition 
of Berkeley, Nation, XlII, 59 (1871). 

12. Nation, XIII, 386 (1871). 

13. “flume on Mnacles and Laws of Natuie” (levised by Peiice, 
after correspondence with Langley, to “The Laws of Nature and Hume’s 
Aigument Against Muacles”) an unpublished manuscript by Peirce (1901) 
in the files of the Sinilhsoman Institution at Washington, D. C. See Appen- 
dix D. 

14. “Gmnaii Darwinism,” Nation, vol. XXI (Sept. 9, 1875). 

15. C. r, 1.22. “Arustotle . . . whose system, like all the gieatest 
systems, was cvoliitionaiy.” Also cf. 1.173. “Anslolle’s philosophy ... is 
but metaphysical evolutionism” {c 1897). 

JG. C.P, 1.104 {c. 1896). 

17. C P, 1.105 {c. 1896). 

18. C P, 1.33 (1869). 

19. C. P., 5.366 ("The FixaUon of Belief,” 1877). Peirce added a foot- 
note to this passage in 1903; “Let us not, however, be cooksuie that nateal 
selection is the only factor of evolution, and until this momentous proposi- 
tion has been much better proved than as yet it has been, let it not blind 
us to the force [of] very sound reasoning.” 

20. C. P.. 6.297; cf. also 6.293.4 (1893). 

21. C. P., 1.203ff. (1902). 

22. C.P, 1.205 (fn. 1); cf. also 1.229-231 (1902). 

23. Agassiz. Methods of Study. These Lowell Lectures stated more 
popularly the ideas of the Essay on Classification, but were dhected against 
Darvvin. 

24. C. P, 1 571 (1910). 

25. Ihid. 

26. C. P., 1.5 (c, 1897). Pence refers to what he calls the "pseudo- 
evolutionism” of Spencer, because it is based on mechanical law, in 6.157 
(1892). Cf. also 6.14 (1891). 

27. C. P., 6.604 (1893). Cf. C. W., pp. 364n.. 366. 

28. C. P., 1.103 (“Lessons from the Histoiy of Science,” the last of 
twelve lectures delivered in 1892-93, all wiitten and among the Peiice 
inanusciipts at Widener; they foim a book planned by Peirce on The His- 
tory of Science, fiom the Babylonians to Newton) . 

29. C. P., 6.14 (1891) That Peirce’s "thorough-going evolutionism” 
implied for him a philosophical way of getting into “personal relations with 
God,” appeals in 6.157 (1892). 

30. C. P., 6.15 (1891). See the critical comment on this passage in 
Professor Lovejoy’s “Notes on Peirce’s Evolutionism,” Appendix E. 

31. Peirce MSS., IB 3a “Polder of Late Fiagments” (“Why should 
the Doctrine of Chances raise Science to a Higher Plane?” (Jan. 24, 1909), 
p. 15). 
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32. Ihid., p, 16. 

33. Johns Hcypkins University Circulars (May 1881), I, 150. 

34. C. P., 1.396 (c. 1890). 

35. C. P., 5.364 (“The Fixation of Belief,” Popular Science Monthly, 
XII, 1-15 [Jan. 1877]). John Venn’s Logic of Chance appeared in 1866; 
F. Galton, a Lamarckian, inferred the stability of heredity from the exist- 
ence of “independent causes” fulfilling the normal law of distribution of 
variations (Philosophical Magazine, XLIX, 44 [1875]); Plerschcl, who in- 
fluenced Mill, regarded the normal mean as our only ground for confidence 
that the future would resemble the past (Edinburgh Review, XGIl, 23 
[1850]). Venn .spoke of the statistical “life-.span” of man as “Nature’s aim, 
the length of life for which she builds a man” (Journal of the Statistical 
Society (1891), p. 443). Cf. also K. Pearson's “Contributions to the Mathe- 
matical Theory of Evolution,” Transactions of the Royal Society (1894- 
1903), and Peirce’s scathing review, “Pearson’s Grammar of Science,” Popu- 
lar Science Monthly, LVIII, 296-306 (1900). 

36. Cf. The Life of James Clerk Maxwell, icith Selections from his 
Correspondence and Occasional Writings, edited by L. Campbell and W. 
Garnet (London, 1884), p. 362, Maxwell regardecl “dynamical laws" as 
more genuine forms of explanation than statistical laws in which the indi- 
vidual is not determined. See Chapter I, note 4, above. 

37. C. ?., 6.430ff. (“A Religion of Science," Open Court, VII, 
3559-60 [1893]). 

38. C. P., 6.33 (1891). 

39. C. P., 1.7 (c. 1897). 

40. C. P., 5.423 ("What is Pragmatism?” Monist, XV, 161-181 
[1905]). 

41. Ibid. 

42. Peirce MSS., “On Positivism,” c. 1860. 

43. Ibid. On Abbot’s scientific theism, see Schneider, “Influence of 
Darwin and Spencer,” Jill, VI, 15-18 (Jan. 1945). 

44. Letter of C. S. Peirce to Cousin Jo (June 1909), p. 15 in Box IB 
3a, "Folder of Late Fragments,” Peirce MSS. 

45. Prior to his Johns Hopkin.s’ Studies in Logic (1883), Peirce had 
as a physicist in the employ of the United States Coast and Geodertic Survey 
written ten reports, published as appendices to that bureau’s annual reports. 
The first was “On the theory of errors of observation” (Report of 1870, ap- 
pendix 21), and the third was “Theory of the economy of research” (Re- 
port of 1876, appendix 14). The latter anticipates Mach’s ideas on the 
economy of scientific thought. 

46. C. F., 2.86 (1902). Cf. William James, “Great Men, Great 
Thoughts and the Environment,” Atlantic Monthly, XLVI, 441f. (1880), 
for a view similar to that of Peirce concerning evolution in scientific think- 
ing by inductive elimination of hypotheses. See Chapter VI, section 1. 

47. C. P., 3.526, 527 (1897). 

48. Philosophical Discussions, p. 219. 



264 Notes: Chapter Four 

49. Philosophical Discussions, p. 221. Note the Lamaickian idea of 
inheriting acquired habits, an idea widely shared during Uie latter part of 
the nineteenth century by biologists (Haeckel, Romane.s, Cope, Gray, and 
even Darwin at times) as well as by philosophers and literary people 
(Wright, Peirce, Samuel Butler, Ibsen). Gray, who was the teacher of both 
Wright and Peirce, declared, when he came out for Darwin in a long re- 
view of “Darwin on the Origin of Species”; “The assertion that acquired 
habitudes or instincts, and acquired structures, are not heritable, any 
breeder or good observer can refute,” Atlantic Monthly, VI, 423 (I860). 

50. C. P., 4.9 (1906). 

51. C. P., 3.608 (c. 1903). 

52. C. P., 3.620 (1902). 

53. Quoted from Peirce (C. P, 5.253) by John Dewey, “Peirce’s The- 
ory of Linguistic Signs, Thought, and Meaning,” Journal of Philosophy, 
XLIII, 88 (Feb. 14, 1946). 

54. “Peirce’s Theory of Linguistic Signs,” p. 92; C. P., 2.220. 

55. “Peirce’s Theory of Linguistic Signs,” p. 91; C. 2.293. 

66. George Boole (1815-1864), The Mathematical Analysis of Logic, 
being an Essay towards a Calculus of Deductive Reasoning (1847); An In- 
vestigation of the Laws of Thought, on which are founded the Mathemati- 
cal Theories of Logic and Piobabilttij (1854). Attention should be called 
here to tire subhtle of the latter, Boole’s principal work, and to the purpose 
of that work as expressed on the first page; “The design of the following 
ti-eatise is to investigate the fundamental laws of those operations of the 
human mind by wlrich reasoning is performed; to give expression to them 
in the symbolic langitage of a Calculus, and upon this foundation to es- 
tablish a science of Logic and construct its method; to make that method 
itself the basis of a general method for the application of the matliematical 
doctrine of Probabilrties; and finally, to collect from the various elements 
of truth brought to view in the course of these inquiries some probable in- 
timations concerning the nature and constitution of the human mind.” 

57. Unpublished Peirce manuscript at the Smithsonian Institution, 
pp. 14-15 of auloscript copy. See Appendix D. 

.58. C. P., 5.4 (1902). 

59. Ibid. 

60. C. P., 5.402 (“How To Make Our Ideas Clear,” 1878). 

61. C. P., 5.395 (“How To Make Our Ideas Clear”). 

62. C. P., 5.407 (“How To Make Our Ideas Clear”). 

63. In an introduction attached in 1903 to a combined version of 

"The Fixation of Belief” and “How To Make Our Ideas Clear”— entitled 
“My Plea for Pragmatism” — Peirce judged Boyce’s Gifford Lectures 
(1900-01) on The World and the Individual "a work not free from faults 
of logic, yet valid in the main” (C. P., 5.358n.). Peirce’s references to Henry 
James, Sr., occur in C. P,, 5.402 n.3, 6.287, 6.507, citing Substance and 
Shadow (1863) very favorably. 

64. C. P., 6,157 (1892). 
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65. C. F., 1.348 (1903). Note the shift from the contingency of our 
knowledge of laws to die evolution of the laws themselves. 

66. C. F., 1.487 (c. 1896). 

67. Lovejoy, Great Chain of Being, pp. 324-25. 

68. C. F., 5.433 (1905); also of. 1.615 (1903). 

69. Feirce MSS., “Folder of Late Fragments," I B 3a. 

70. Ibid., letter to Cousin Jo (June 1909). 

71. See Appendix E, "Note on Peirce’s Evolutionism” liy Profc'ssoi 
Lovejoy, part of his epistolary communication to the present writer, on the 
logical validity oi Peirce’s tychistic argument. 


V. DARWINISM IN James’s psychology and pragmatism 

1. Perry, I, 469. 

2. Cf. Ronald B. Levinson, “A Note on One of James’s Favorite Meta- 
phors,” JHI, VIII, 237-239 (1947). The metaphor of the salto mortale, Mr. 
Levinson indicates, occurs in the following marginal note written by James 
about 1875 in his copy of Sigwart’s Logik (I, 368); “This postulate of a 
real world amounts to nothing more than the execution of a salto mortale 
from subjectivity to objectivity and the will to believe’ that our ideas tran- 
scend themselves and reveal a reality whose form of self-consistency is the 
same as that of our logical thinking.” Santayana, a pupil of James, used the 
idea in his Scepticism and Animal Faith: Introduction to a System of Phi- 
losophy (New York, 1923). 

3. James, Collected Essays and Reviews, pp. 411-12, quoted by 
R. B. Perry, In the Spirit of William James (New Haven, 1938), p. 59. 

4. Perry, Thought and Character, I, 476. 

5. James, Frinciples of Fsijchologij, preface, p. vi. 

6. Educational Review, I, 371 (1891). 

7. International Journal of Ethics, I, 371 (1891). 

8. International Journal of Ethics, I, 148 (1891). 

9. Mind, XVI, 396 (1891). 

10. Letter of William James to James Ward, dated Florence, Novem- 
ber 1, 1892, in Perry, Thought and Character, II, 96-97. 
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25. Letters, p. 336; letter of Darwin to Fiske, December 8, 1874. 
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Wright’s ideas on phyllotaxis or the arrangements of leaves around the stems 
of plants. Ibid., I, 460. 

27. Clark, Life and Letters, I, 460. 

28. John Fiske, The Unseen World (Boston, 1876), p. 18. Tliis book 
went into twelve editions. 
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30. Unseen World, p. 52. 

31. Unseen World, p. 143. 

32. Unseen World, pp. 145-46. 
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(1884), p. 89. 

48. Cosmic Philosophy, II, 290. 

49. Cf. S. J. Holmes, Life and Morals (Nevv York, 1948), p. 110, on 
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altruism . . . the evolutionary importance cf which has been emphasized 
by John Fiske.” 

50. J. Fiske, Discovery of America, with some Account of Aficient 
America, and the Spanish Conquest (1892), I, 59. Other references in 
Fisko’s works to his theory of prolonged infancy occur in Outlines of Cosmic 
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NICHOLAS ST. JOHN GREEN 
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25. Ibid. 

26. Ibid. 

27. Essays and Notes, pp. 66-67. 
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29. Essays and Notes, p. 56. 

30. American Law Review, XIV, 1-35 (Jan. 1880). 

31. American Law Review, XIV, 9, 23 (Jan. 1880). 

32. Essays and Notes, pp. 165, 192. 

33. Common Law, pp. 62, 110. 
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38. Essays and Notes, p. 193. 

39. Jerome Hall, General Principles of Criminal Law (IndianapoUs; 
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40. Hall, p. 48. 

41. Hall, p. 176. 
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44. Beccaria, Del Delitti e della pene (1764), I, 215ff. 
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46. Dissenting and other Opinions of Justice Holmes (1929 ed.), pp. 
303, 307, 311. 

47. Essays and Nates, p, 198. Also p. 146; “A frequent cause of per- 
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terms.” 
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an hi.storical exegesis of the lavvs of slander and libel that “the latest de- 
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Holmes’s admiration (cf. text citation to note 27 above). 

49. Essays and Notes, p. 204. 

50. Essays and Notes, p. 209. 

51. Essays and Notes, pp. 157-58. “The certainty of special pleading 
comes from the fact that it was based on scholastic logic,” whereas on the 
Continent, the Roman law was available before the age of scholasticism (p. 
158). 

52. Essays and Notes, p. 168. This ideo-motor theory looms large in 
James’s Psychology and in Fouillee’s Evolutiannisme des idees-forces 
(1890). In England ns early as 1866 the two influential psychologists, Bain 
and Lewes, were discussing the ideo-motor dieory, as the following entry 
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1. C. P., 6.49Sf. 

2, Lovejoy, Great Chain of Being, ch. ix. 



279 


The Legacy 

3. See Morton G. White, The Origin of Dewey’s Instnirnentalism 
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